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William Morton Remembers - A Chapter in the History of Maskelyne and Cooke 

By Edwin A. Dawes 

FOREWORD 

By George A. Jenness 

 

“Perhaps a later historian will fill in the gaps” was the hope I expressed when my book on 

Maskelyne and Cooke was published. I realised my long research left much to be explored. 

 

So far as I know, Eddie Dawes now reveals facts hitherto unknown to most conjurers 

concerning William Morton who was Maskelyne’s manager in the early years. In so doing he 

fills another gap in the history of magic. This contribution is of great importance. One is 

inclined to wonder what would have happened to Maskelyne and Cooke had not William 

Morton discovered them. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Some six years ago when I moved from Glasgow to Hull, the fact that William Morton, the 

original manager of Maskelyne and Cooke, had lived in the city, was but a general 

recollection of my reading of Jasper Maskelyne’s White Magic. The chance perusal of a copy 

of Hull’s Who’s Who (1935) in the University Library one day, and the lighting upon an entry 

for William Morton therein, aroused my interest and initiated a train of research which is 

still incomplete in certain details. The discovery that Morton had published an 

autobiography proved to be a significant one for it transpired that a whole chapter of the 

book was devoted to Maskelyne and Cooke. Further, I was fortunate to discover that a 

grandson and grand-daughter of William Morton resided in Hull and they were kind enough 

to assist me in my quest for information about their grandfather, who had been a well-

known figure in Hull for over 40 years. The story of William Morton, former Manager of 

Maskelyne and Cooke, can thus be told.       

           E.A.D. 

 

 

When Maskelyne and Cooke were struggling to make ends meet during that dark winter of 

their affairs in 1865-66, a man named William Morton saw their show in a Hall in Bold 

Street, Liverpool, and had the courage and foresight to finance a tour on “fifty-fifty’’ terms. 

That proved to be the turning point in the fortunes of the young Maskelyne and Cooke, and 

William Morton continued as their named manager for some 20 years. 

 

But who was this Morton whose initiative led to the foundation of the Maskelyne dynasty as 

England’s conjurers supreme? What brought him to Liverpool and what became of him 

when, years later, he parted company with the magical pair? Herein lies a fascinating tale. 

 

William Morton was born at Royston in Hertfordshire, on 24th January, 1838, and by the 

time he came into contact with Maskelyne and Cooke at the ripe old age of 27, he had 

already been, variously, Printers’ Devil, newspaper reporter, solicitor’s clerk, book and music 

seller, and entertainment provider. This last venture, in Southport, ended in disaster and, 

almost penniless, he had to start again. It was then that Arthur Lloyd, later to be called 
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‘the last of the lions comiques’ and the idol of the London Pavilion, was starting to make his 

name in music hall. 

Lloyd was organising a provincial tour and offered 

Morton five pounds a week and travelling 

expenses to be his advance agent. At the end of 

this tour Morton visited Liverpool, came into 

contact with Maskelyne and Cooke and initiated 

the highly successful partnership. How this came 

about has been recalled by Morton himself. 

 

In his 96th year, he published an autobiography 

titled I Remember (A Feat of Memory). This book 

of 173 pages was published privately in Hull on 

2nd July, 1934, is nicely bound in blue cloth with 

gilt lettering, 7¾ in. x 4¾ in., and carries 22 

illustrations, including a signed frontispiece of the 

author. To the best of my belief the details of this 

book have been completely unknown to magic 

historians. The only reference which I can find 

indicating literary activity on Morton’s past is in 

Jasper Maskelyne’s White Magic, published in 

1936. On page 33 we read, “But Mr. Morton, who 

is still alive, and who, at 95, recently began 

yet another new adventure by writing his 

first book, an intensely interesting little 

autobiography, . . .” Yet, in the event, 

Morton’s book was published two years 

earlier than Maskelyne’s! This chronology 

makes comparison of certain sections of the 

two books of great interest. Possessors of 

the first edition of White Magic will recall 

the illustration facing page 272, of William 

Morton presenting Jasper Maskelyne with 

the original contract between himself and 

Jasper’s grandfather (see right).1 

 
1 A report in The World’s Fair for 20th February, 1937, states that Mr. Wallace Clarke, Honorary Secretary of Hull 

Magicians’ Circle, had seen this original contract, presumably after Morton had presented it to Jasper 

Maskelyne. According to Clarke, J. N. Maskelyne and his wife were paid four pounds ten shillings and Cooke two 

pounds ten shillings per week. 

 

The frontispiece portrait of William Morton in 

his autobiography “I Remember”, published 

privately in Hull on 22nd July, 1934. 
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At the start of Chapter I of I Remember, Morton states that he kept neither diary nor press 

cuttings books but depended on his retentive memory; this memory has, not unnaturally 

considering his age, clearly failed him in certain particulars, as will be evident from the 

subsequent quotations. Nonetheless, it is an interesting record. Chapter V is titled 

“Maskelyne & Cooke. Some Famous Illusions’’ and has an illustration of J. N. Maskelyne. 

 

After Morton, Maskelyne and Cooke teamed up there followed six years of touring the 

provinces, succeeded by engagements at the Crystal Palace and St. James’ Hall and then, in 

May 1873, the three months’ tenancy of the 

Egyptian Hall small hall which blossomed into a 

stay of over 30 years, ended only by the 

demolition of the Hall in 1905. George Jenness’ 

invaluable contribution to magical history, 

Maskelyne and Cooke, published in 1967, shows 

that Morton’s name appeared on Egyptian Hall 

programmes until 1885. A newscutting in the 

author’s possession describing Hercat’s season 

at the Egyptian Hall in September-December 

1888, while Maskelyne and Cooke were touring 

the provinces, states, “Mr. W. Morton, who was 

for so many years with Messrs Maskelyne and 

Cooke, brings his experience and skill to bear 

upon the present venture as manager for 

Mr. Hercat.’’ However, it seems possible that he 

retained an interest in the show subsequently 

since Chapter VI of Jasper Maskelyne’s White 

Magic suggests that Morton left at the time of 

the move to St. George’s Hall in 1905, and 

Morton himself states that he seceded ‘as we 

had to give up the occupancy of the Egyptian 

Hall in consequence of the expiry of the lease’. 

It is now appropriate to reproduce in full Chapter 

V of I Remember detailing Morton’s recollections 

of his association with Maskelyne and Cooke. 

 

 
 

 

 

A letter from William Morton in 1875 showing 

the Maskelyne and Cooke Egyptian Hall 

letterhead (Courtesy the Davenport Collection.) 

This extract from “The London Gazette” of 26th March, 1886 records that the 

Partnership between John Nevil Maskelyne and William Morton was dissolved 

from 27 February, 1886. 
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CHAPTER V: MASKELYNE & COOKE. SOME FAMOUS ILLUSIONS. 

 

All the statements I have read of how Maskelyne and Cooke started in the Show 

business must have been made on hearsay information, whereas that which I 

record is from many years of personal contact with Mr. J. N. Maskelyne, not 

only in business, but as a friend. 

I believe I am the only man living who can give a true account of the origin 

of the Maskelyne and Cooke venture. Few people, if any, who have made 

statements about the commencement were ever in possession of the real facts, 

so I will give the story of my many years’ connection with Mr. J. N. Maskelyne. 

When the entertainment was at a Hall in Bold Street, Liverpool, I was living 

at Southport and went over to see it. I introduced myself to the Manager. He 

told me he was “farming” the show for a month as an experiment, and if he 

found it was likely to be a paying arrangement he might continue. He then 

added that although it was a wonderful and clever Entertainment of a very 

high-class order, it had not succeeded in attracting the general public, and 

therefore he had given notice that he could not continue his management. 

I asked him to give me an introduction to Mr. Maskelyne, which he did. 

I will only say that it resulted in an arrangement with Mr. Maskelyne for a 

month’s tour in Lancashire on “fifty-fifty’’ share terms, i.e., one supplied the 

show and the other paid all outside expenses (including travelling). 

At the end of the month I did not get any profits, but I had great faith in the 

future. 

It is only necessary to state that as time went on alterations and changes 

were made in the financial terms, eventually resulting in a contract to bring 

Mr. Cooke in as third partner. There was never a third partner, as Mr. Cooke 

refused to become one, preferring a fixed salary from Mr. Maskelyne for his 

services, but he being an assumed third partner made my share of the profits 

less. However, I had to wink at that in order to hold on. 

At a later date I financed the entire concern, paying Mr. Maskelyne a fixed 

sum for himself and stage company, and you would be surprised if you knew 

the very moderate amount, considering the high price of artistes now. 

After visiting the most important cities and towns in Great Britain, I 

brought the entertainers to London under the title of ‘‘Maskelyne & Cooke, the 

Royal Illusionists and Exposers of So-called Spiritualists.” 

At this time the belief in Spiritualism was rapidly advancing, aided by 

some American adventurers (The Davenport Bros.) taking over what was then 

the largest public Hall in the West End of London and demonstrating some 

clever tricks which, although not actually conveying the fact, endeavoured to 

leave the impression that what they did was super-natural. 

The chief attraction was a manifestation in a closed cabinet, which I will 

describe briefly. The lecturer, a Dr. (?) Furgusson, a very impressive speaker, 
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invited two or three gentlemen from the audience to act as a Committee of 

Inspection of the cabinet and platform to make sure there were no possible 

ways of escape from the enclosure or of receiving assistance from the outside. 

The so-called media were bound legs, arms and neck by the Committee, the 

doors were closed, Tambourines were heard, being played inside the cabinet, 

whilst the hands of the prisoners were thrust through an aperture in the cabinet 

door and waved to the audience. At a given signal to open, the brothers were 

found still secured. How was it done? 

Subsequently the Brothers toured the Provinces, and when at Cheltenham 

(the birthplace of Maskelyne and Cooke), Mr. Maskelyne went to the matinee, 

and by a mere accident discovered the modus operandi and at once decided to 

show the Americans up and thus put a damper on their fraudulent practice. 

Later, in referring to incidents in my personal tour with the Maskelyne 

Entertainment, I shall give more particulars of my experience in some of the 

places we visited. I may mention that not only did we establish the 

Entertainment in London, but while there we had a Royal Command to appear 

at Sandringham on the occasion of our present Gracious King George’s 

fourteenth birthday (I think it was the fourteenth). 

Out of some twenty members of the Maskelyne and Cooke Company I 

believe I am the only one living at the present time. I wonder whether our 

beloved present King remembers the occasion? 

The Maskelyne Entertainment is still kept running at St. George’s Hall, 

Regent Street, London, and controlled by the grandsons of the late John Nevil 

Maskelyne. Looking at the current programme, there is little of the original 

material of exposure of so-called Spiritualists. The reason for this, I suppose, is 

that the interest in Spiritualism has faded, and therefore is not attractive to the 

general public. However, the present fare is successful as a box office result.2 

The late John Nevil Maskelyne was not a sleight of hand conjuror as many 

supposed, but a very clever mechanician with which were coupled exceptional 

talents as an inventor. Some of you may call to mind the wonderful Automaton 

Whist player, ‘‘Psycho”. This was certainly the best of Mr. Maskelyne’s 

Illusions. It was kept in the programme for years and was never copied by other 

performers. 

As it is a long time since ‘‘Psycho’’ was presented, it may not be out of place 

to give what I know about it. I should not do this did I not believe that as the 

inventor is dead the illusion is not likely to be revived.3 Indeed without the 

inventor I do not think it could be. It was a masterpiece of mechanism and was 

 
2 Recently Maskelyne’s lease of St. George’s Hall either expired or the Building was sold to the B.B.C. and is now 

added to their adjacent property. The Maskelynes have found a new home at the Little Theatre near the Strand. 

 
3 “Psycho” has recently had the honour of being placed in the British Museum. 
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cleverly handled for a public performance. It is surprising to me that the public 

never discovered the mystery. 

For many years it was generally believed that “Psycho” was exclusively the 

invention of Mr. Maskelyne, as no other name had been associated with it, but 

recently in a book published, it is stated that a friend of Maskelyne’s (Mr. John 

Algernon Clarke) was the inventor of the principle on which the automaton 

was manipulated, and Mr. Maskelyne, a past master of Mechanics, did the 

essential work to make the figure suitable for pubic exhibition. 

It was by Mr. Clarke’s desire that his name should not be published, and he 

refused any sort of compensation from Mr. Maskelyne. 

Knowing as much as I do of Mr. Maskelyne’s natural generosity, I was not 

surprised that he prevailed on Mr. Clarke to accept a valuable present as a 

slight acknowledgment of his services. 

“Zoe”, Mr. Maskelyne’s next Automaton, was a sketch artist, and although 

intricate did not achieve the reputation of “Psycho”, and consequently had a 

short life in the Egyptian Hall programme. 

“Zoe’s” mission was to sketch the profile of any celebrity chosen by the 

Audience. Before the Automaton commenced working the stage and 

surroundings had been inspected by a Committee of Strangers to verify 

Mr. Maskelyne’s statement that there was no way in which Zoe could be 

assisted. 

Mr. Maskelyne’s talent was inexhaustible, and his personal labour simply 

marvellous. His mind was concentrated on his work night and day. He 

laboured too hard and died too soon. Like many other of our most clever men, 

he did not accumulate a fortune; but his reputation will last for ever. Apart 

from his talent he was one of the most generous and kind-hearted gentlemen of 

his profession. He had always his hand on his purse to relieve any one who 

could spin a yarn about his or her poverty, and of course was frequently 

imposed upon. 

While on the subject, I will relate a few incidents that may amuse you. 

When touring Ireland, the show was playing to a crowded house and a 

“gentleman” in the gallery interrupted Mr. Maskelyne during his long 

introductory speech. This impatient visitor shouted: ‘‘Shut up your bloody 

preaching and get on with your work.” This little episode may be a lesson to 

many others who bore their audience with tedious remarks quite unnecessarily. 

At Dublin we were engaged by Messrs. Guinness, the well-known brewers, 

for a five weeks’ season. This wealthy and generous firm built a public 

exhibition on the lines of our 1851 Hyde Park Crystal Palace. 

During our visit the historical Fenian Riots were rampant, and Lord 

Cavendish was assassinated in Phoenix Park. One day I was in the street and 

saw a number of prison vans, guarded by Mounted Police, on their way to the 

Court of Justice. All along the route missiles were thrown, and women from 
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upstairs windows were hurling glass bottles, and some of the crowd must have 

been injured. Luckily I escaped. 

Visiting one of the manufacturing towns in Lancashire, in the summer 

when the weather was extremely hot, our show opened for a week. It was not 

long before we discovered we should lose heavily on the six days. One of the 

Company suggested that to pay out the people for the indifference they had so 

far manifested, it would serve them right if we went out of our way to get even 

with them before we said Good-bye. On the Wednesday the town was flooded 

with large posters and handbills worded something like the following: 

 

A FREE GIFT 

Maskelyne and Cooke, the Royal Illusionists now performing at the Public Hall, 

will, on Saturday Night, give to every person paying for admission 

 

HALF-A-CROWN 

Come early, as a rush is expected. 

 

My readers will naturally ask how was it done? Well that is a secret but it was 

accomplished and everybody was satisfied and they laughed at their own 

gullibility. 

It may be hard to believe that though we had played to many empty seats 

on the previous five nights, on the gift night the Hall, seating about 1,000, was 

crowded to the very doors, and all went off satisfactorily. 

Of course, some of the visitors no doubt expected to be tricked, but many 

others concluded otherwise. The show was appreciated and the proceedings 

finished up with “God Save the Queen.” 

All’s well that ends well. 

One or two more unusual incidents happened to me when on tour. On one 

occasion in Lancashire, Mrs. Maskelyne was playing a part in a comedy sketch 

when one night she was absent through a sudden illness. It would be 

impossible for Mr. Maskelyne to give the programme without her part being 

filled. Of course, we did not want to close and lose the receipts, so late in the 

afternoon we had a conference, and to get out of the dilemma I was asked to 

officiate. I laughed at the idea. However, I had to give way, and did so on one 

condition, that Mr. Maskelyne announced from the stage that the part would be 

played by well-known local amateur, who had volunteered to help him out of 

the difficulty. This was done to prevent the people hurling bricks at me. To 

make a long story short, I was attired in Mrs. Maskelyne’s skirts, hat with 

feathers and a veil, the latter principally to hide my moustache. I had not been 

on stage many minutes before one of the Company whispered: ‘‘Don’t turn 

round, something’s bust.” The scene was cut down to the limit, but finished 

with applause — my first and last appearance as an actor. One night only. 
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Another incident of quite a different character but worth recording 

happened at a town in the north early in the tour. It was summer time and 

business had been very bad as it usually was at that season of the year. As I was 

then financing, all the risk was on my shoulders. I had booked the Hall for a 

week but I saw by Wednesday that I should not clear expenses. The owner of 

the building was a solicitor and a Quaker to boot. I wrote him for an 

appointment but hardly expected a happy result of the visit. I told him the plain 

story of my dilemma, and offered to leave my piano as security for the balance 

of the rent if there should be any. To my surprise and delight, after a short 

conversation, he explained that as he was a Quaker he did not attend Theatres 

or Entertainments, but he had heard an excellent account of ours and 

appreciated the good he was certain we were doing in exposing fraudulent so-

called Spiritualists. He finished by saying I need not trouble further about the 

balance of the rent. He shook hands with a “Good-bye, God bless you all.” 

Strange to say this generous act was to turn bad luck into good fortune; for 

by the next Mail there was a letter from the Manager of the Crystal Palace, 

Sydenham, London, offering a protracted engagement. I accepted, and 

Maskelyne and Cooke were pleased as it would add so much to their 

reputation. I will not stress this subject, as you are all aware that the name of the 

late John Nevil Maskelyne is now known all over the world. 

When located in London we had opportunities of studying the tactics of the 

“professional” Spiritualistic Media. I unfortunately (by a dodge, I admit) 

secured an occasional admission to be present at a seance. My identity was not 

discovered or I should probably have been assaulted. I was not long in finding 

out how simple-minded converts to the faith, could be imposed upon. I was 

more certain than ever that the whole proceedings were a fraud. 

I never heard of a medium offering to give manifestations elsewhere than in 

his or her own private room, of which sole control was secured. They never 

attempted to manifest publicly in a place where their preparations could be 

seen by any but themselves and their clique. 

Extraordinary happenings have been sworn to by Scientific Experts and by 

others of great literary attainments, and the wonder is that they should lend 

themselves to propagate faith in such transparent impossibilities. 

I remember reading of an eminent writer who declared that he had frequent 

communications from the spirit world, and in answer to a question he put to 

one of his late pals, as to how he was faring, the answer came: “Jolly, and at the 

moment enjoying a good Havana Cigar.” 

It is interesting to recall the challenge of the late J. N. Maskelyne to the so-

called specialists, viz.: —‘‘That he would produce the same miscalled 

phenomena under similar conditions.” It is needless to say that this offer was 

never accepted. 
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The world owes much to my late friend and partner, who not only took 

immense trouble but spent much money over his determination to make his 

exposures effective. He did it, and was very happy over the result. 

In my remarks on the exposure of so-called Spiritualism, I do not wish my 

readers to believe that I desire to deride the numerous converts to genuine 

Spiritualism. They have my genuine esteem, and I should never dream of 

calling them lunatics, fanatics and such like. 

The late Mr. John N. Maskelyne was much more than a clever inventor of 

mechanical stage illusions. He had the bump of invention fully developed. 

To my knowledge he spent thousands of pounds in securing patents for 

various machines, some purely original, and others improvements on what was 

at that time on the market. 

His first invention was a typewriter of more simple and complete design 

than any other. It was really a clever arrangement, and Mr. Maskelyne was so 

sure it would be a success that he not only patented it for the British Dominions 

but beyond.  He set up a workshop and had special tools made for the work; 

but, alas, when put on the market it was not a success, and the inventor lost his 

capital and all his labour was in vain. 

One excellent virtue he possessed. He was never downhearted, whatever 

happened. 

The next experiment was a ‘bus automatic checker, on a similar plan to the 

machine now generally adopted. 

Following this was a “door slot’’ for the reception of pennies at railway 

station lavatories. This was more successful than any other machine 

Mr. Maskelyne produced, and is now to be seen on some of the railways. 

It is a significant fact that all Mr. Maskelyne had done for the stage never 

failed to create the sensation and profit expected. No outside speculation 

realised expectation.  

Mr. Maskelyne had two sons — Nevil and Archie. Nevil was a diligent and 

accomplished electrician, and his father was always ready to assist him with 

money for experimental work, which one may guess was no fleabite. In the end, 

just as he was making a reputation, he fell ill, and soon collapsed. 

Subsequently Mr. J. N. Maskelyne introduced the celebrated Box and 

Cabinet Tricks. Although these were imitated by other conjurors the problem 

was really never solved. 

I have said a good deal about Mr. Maskelyne and little of Mr. Cooke, his 

confederate and colleague. He was what might be properly called the mute 

member of the company; but his services were almost indispensable. In figure 

he was slim and below medium height. If he had any bones at all they must 

have been like elastic, for not only was he crammed into a small box, but 

securely locked in. Then the box was covered with canvas and corded by a 
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stranger from the audience. The box was then put into the cabinet, doors 

locked, and in a few minutes Mr. Cooke answered a call from the gallery. 

This wonderful box was made by Mr. Maskelyne and soon became one of 

the wonders of the age. 

Mr. Cooke, I think, was “in the know” of most of his colleague’s mysteries; 

but he could be depended upon not to “split”. 

After many years with the firm of Maskelyne and Cooke I seceded, as we 

had to give up occupation of the Egyptian Hall in consequence of the expiration 

of our lease. 

Before my departure, the staff and friends made me a presentation in the 

form of an illuminated parchment address and a valuable ring, which I have 

worn ever since. The address was signed by 34 individuals, and not a single one 

is living now. The last one died in April 1933. 

Maskelyne and Cooke subsequently removed to St. George’s Hall, 

Langham Place, Regent Street. 

 

 

 

Morton’s account, while clearly 

inaccurate in certain particulars, 

for example the location of Psycho, 

contains much of significance, 

including information not 

previously available — the 

business arrangements and the 

presentation to Morton being 

cases in point. Readers in 

possession of Jasper Maskelyne’s 

White Magic will find it interesting 

to compare Morton’s foregoing 

account with pp 32—49, bearing in 

mind that I Remember appeared in 

1934 and White Magic in 1936. 

 

Morton’s success with Maskelyne 

and Cooke led to other theatrical 

ventures. He took a lease on New 

Cross Public Hall in London and, 

soon after, Mr. Sefton Parry 

induced him to take over the 

Greenwich Theatre, then fallen on 

bad days. This he did and built it up 

to a reputable house attracting the 

best managers such as Ellen Terry 

and D’Oyly Carte. The illustration 

A full page advertisement in an 1880 Maskelyne & Cooke Egyptian 

Hall programme which publicised the New Cross Public Hall. 

(Courtesy the Davenport Collection.) 
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of an advertisement from The 

Era Almanack for 1894 gives 

some idea of his enterprises, 

and the absence of bars from 

Morton’s Theatre will be 

noted. Morton was teetotal 

and proud of the fact that he 

did not belong to what he 

termed the ‘‘Come and have a 

Drink” fraternity. 

 

Morton then went to the City 

of Hull in 1894 to become 

lessee to the Theatre Royal in 

Paragon Street on 4th March, 

1895, in succession to Wilson 

Barrett and Alfred Cuthbert. 

The programme for October 1896, shows that his eldest son, William Frederick Morton, was 

the resident Managing Director. In 1902 he built the Alexandra Theatre in Charlotte Street, 

then the largest theatre in the city and equipped with a sliding roof and ‘other Inventions 

for Ventilating and rendering the 

atmosphere Clean and Pure — A boon 

much prized by the Public’. In 1908 he took 

over the Grand Theatre in George Street 

(now the Dorchester Cinema) and his other 

enterprises included the building of the 

Assembly Rooms, Holderness Hall, and the 

Majestic and Princes Cinemas. He gave up 

his lease of the Theatre Royal on 20th 

February, 1909. 

  

Advertisement for Morton’s Greenwich Theatre in the “Era Almanack” for 

1894. Note the comment “No bars”. 

20th February, 1904 Theatre Royal programme 

carrying a portrait of William Morton. 
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Programmes from Morton’s theatres in Hull. Top: Theatre Royal, 19th September, 1904. Alexandra Theatre, 30th October, 1905. 

Bottom: Alexandra Theatre, 5th November, 1917. Grand Theatre, 21st June, 1909. 
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Through his association with Maskelyne and Cooke it is not surprising that Morton took an 

early interest in the cinematograph and introduced this novelty to his programmes at the 

Theatre Royal in 1900. Posters show that, in addition to the main attraction each evening, 

“Maskelyne & Cooke’s Animated War and other Pictures, as shown at the Egyptian Hall, 

London” were screened. “Every scene representing the War is guaranteed genuine and not 

theatrically arranged as many now being exhibited in Paris and elsewhere. The series of 

miscellaneous subjects will be changed every week. Messrs. MASKELYNE & COOKE’s 

animated Photographs can no more be classed with the usual travelling Cinematographe 

than a flickering rushlight can be compared with a thousand candle power arc lamp.” Two 

such posters are shown on the next page. 

 

This new form of entertainment led to the formation of Morton’s Pictures Ltd. and in the 

first half of 1910 programmes for the Royal and Alexandra Theatres carried the following 

news. 

 

‘THE PRINCES HALL, George Street (opposite the Grand Theatre) will be open in July 

under the management of WILLIAM MORTON with a High-class Cinematograph 

Entertainment by the New Century Animated Picture Co. The Princes Hall will be 

perfectly appointed, the building and equipment costing £10,000. The cinematograph 

chamber will be fireproof, and entirely apart from the main building, obviating all risk 

from fire.’ 

 

The Princes Hall, the first theatre in Hull specifically designed for films, opened on 2nd July, 

1910 and served cinema-goers for many years. It is now a supermarket, but its name and 

the year 1910 were still in evidence on the façade until major structural alterations were 

made a few years ago. 

 

Around 1909 Morton sallied forth as a lecturer, starting with lectures for Young People, then 

“Leaves from my Diary’’, “Reminiscences of a Long Business Career”, “Shows and Show 

People’’ and “Human Nature — Man, Woman and the D——". Reports of some of these 

were given in Hull Topics and East Yorkshire Gazette. During the First World War he formed 

a concert party of the professionals of his own family together with some local amateurs for 

the entertainment of troops in the area. 
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Playbills for the Theatre Royal in 1900 advertising Maskelyne & Cooke’s Animated War and Other 

Pictures to be exhibited between the acts. 
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The successful theatre and cinema owner became a well-known and highly respected citizen 

of Hull and very much a local ‘‘character”. He had three sons and four daughters, all the 

sons being associated with his theatrical enterprises. His youngest son, Thomas James, was 

the first member of the family to marry into the “profession”. He wed Maggie Bowman, who 

toured for many years with Ben Greet’s Shakespearean Company. His youngest daughter 

married the actor Gibb McLaughlin. 

 

The son of T. J. Morton, Mr. Robert A. Morton, and his sister Marjorie reside in Hull and I am 

extremely grateful to them for information and for recollections of their grandfather. 

 

I was particularly interested to learn whether the illuminated parchment presented to 

Morton on his secession from Maskelyne and Cooke was still in the possession of the family, 

since this would presumably have settled indisputably the precise date. Alas, it was not and 

they had no knowledge of it. 

 

William Morton, who arrived in Hull with a horse and pair, subsequently owned a Ford 

Model T car with a glass screen between the driver and passengers and equipped with a 

speaking tube. It had been resprayed in blue and all the brass parts were silver (not 

chromium) plated. The door carried his monogram. He would not go out in his car on a 

Sunday, nor would he use public transport, so that when he could not walk the distance, he 

never went to church. He would not buy Sunday newspapers but was not, apparently, 

averse to reading his daughter’s! In I Remember the following anecdote is quoted under the 

heading of “Juvenile Sagacity”: 

 

‘Two youngsters waiting for a tram car opposite my house. 

First Boy: ‘‘You see that motor car. Well, the man in it is nearly a hundred years old, 

and he goes to work every day.” 

Second Boy, punching his companion in the ribs: ‘‘Get along with you, tell me 

another”.’ 

 

His own abstinence led to rows with his sons William F. and George if he heard they had 

been drinking in the theatre bars. But if alcohol was not his vice, the same could hardly be 

said about his smoking. On his 95th birthday his son-in-law Gibb McLaughlin, somewhat 

rashly, offered to keep him in cigarettes for the rest of his life. W. M. thereupon started to 

order cigarettes in quantities of 10,000 and to chain smoke them, usually throwing them 

away half-smoked. After two years of this unequal contest Gibb had to back out of the 

agreement! 

 

Morton used to tell reporters that his introduction to the weed came about in the following 

way. When in London, he had charge of an orchestra of Greek women. In the interval he had 

to remind them that their time was almost up. He tapped on the door and got the reply 

“Come in.” He found them smoking cigarettes. They ‘collared’ him and threatened that they 

would not return to the orchestra until he had a smoke. That started it! 

 

Morton always sat in a box at his theatres. Consequently the Majestic Cinema (now the 

Criterion) is unusual for a cinema in having boxes, and his grandson vividly remembers 
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having to sit in the box with him viewing the elliptical distorted faces from this angle. 

Further, he always left before the end of any show. He would get up noisily and announce in 

a loud voice, ‘‘Well, it’s time we were going”, so that all heads would turn to the box, to the 

acute embarrassment of those with him. According to Robert Morton, his piéce de 

résistance was to drop a tea tray during the death scene in La Boheme! 

 

W. M. used an old Columbia typewriter, with separate key boards for upper and lower case, 

and rarely wrote in longhand, although much of the manuscript for his book was in his own 

hand. A letter which provides the evidence for the publication date of the book is illustrated 

here. 

 

In a later letter on 5th July, 1934, after publication, he wrote “Pleased you are interested in 

I Remember. To my mind it is a poor attempt at authorship, but it should be judged by all 

the conditions under which it was penned”. The Hull Daily Mail reviewed the book in its 

issue of Saturday, 30th June, and from this source we learn the price was four shillings. 

The years rolled on and Morton became successively an octogenarian and nonagenarian. It 

was at this stage of his career that his birthday was annually heralded by many inches of 

newspaper space and a photograph. In 1929 his 91st birthday was acclaimed with 

“Condition the same as heretofore — healthy and vigorous” by the Hull Daily Mail. He told 

reporters “I am now 91 years old and still able to work at the same speed as when I was 40”. 

Asked for his opinions on music halls, he said “They are not as good as they used to be. 

People are getting disgusted with this naked leg business.” 

 

Autograph letter signed by William Morton which records the date of publication of his autobiography 

as 2nd July, 1934. 
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He was in his 95th year when he started to write his autobiography and in the Preface he 

tells that, before he began, his family insisted he should have a thorough medical 

examination to test his fitness. The doctor reported ‘Really wonderful. The heart of a boy, 

and a schoolgirl complexion’. 

 

In addition to the chapter on Maskelyne and Cooke, I Remember contains much else of 

interest. In his Southport days he organised shows by the ventriloquist Fred MacCabe, and 

by Alfred Vance. Later, as a manager, he came into contact with such artistes as George 

Grossmith, Mr. and Mrs. Howard Paul, Sir John Martin Harvey (who became a director of 

Morton’s Theatres Ltd.) and Sir Henry Lytton. He recalls in glowing terms Artemus Ward’s 

performances at the Egyptian Hall. 

 

There is also the Morton recipe for longevity — total abstinence, together with a diet chart 

for three meals a day (the last one at 5 p.m. being a cup of weak tea and six slices of bread 

and butter!) and the scrupulous avoidance of confectionery and sweets. 

 

Morton’s unmarried daughter, Bertha looked after him and, according to Robert Morton, he 

held a typically Victorian outlook towards a woman’s role in the home. For relaxation each 

evening he would play billiards with her, retiring at 11 p.m. For the last years of his life the 

radio and a parrot were his constant companions. 

 

His wife died in middle life and when his eldest son, William Frederick, died in June 1935, 

W. M. was much distressed. In a letter to a friend he said, on 14th June, 1935: 

 

‘‘I am, as you may have guessed, ‘cut to the quick’ with the sudden death of my dear 

son ‘W. F.’ It is one of the greatest blows of my life.” 

 

It was Morton’s ambition to become a centenarian, and this he achieved on 24th January, 

1938. Amongst the countless congratulations he received a telegram from Sandringham 

which read: 

 

“The King and Queen are much interested to hear that you are celebrating your 

hundredth birthday, and send you hearty congratulations and good wishes.”  

 

And there was one from Jasper Maskelyne. On this occasion the reporters were unable to 

interview him — ‘he was resting in company with his beloved radio, the weather forecast 

and the church service’. The previous year he had told them ‘‘When people get to be 100 

they get conceited.” 

 

On 5th July of the same year, William Morton died at his home, 203 Cottingham Road, Hull, 

just a 100 yards away from the campus of the University of Hull. The front page of the Hull 

Daily Mail on 6th July, 1938, carried the headline, “Death of Hull’s Grand Old Man 5 Months 

After His 100th Birthday ’’, and in the obituary column we read MORTON — On the 5th July, 

William passed away peacefully at the age of 100 years 5 months at 203 Cottingham Road. 

Dearly beloved by all his family. No flowers by request. 
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So passed the man who played such a vital 

role in the history of Maskelyne and Cooke, 

so vital indeed that one can speculate 

whether England’s Home of Mystery might 

have been denied us but for William 

Morton’s visit to Liverpool and his shrewd 

assessment of the potential of young John 

Maskelyne and George Alfred Cooke. 

 

 

FOOTNOTE 

 

There was apparently also a cheap 

paperback edition of I Remember. 

Mr. Robert Morton recalls advertisements 

for this book being screened for several 

years in Morton’s cinemas and believes the 

price was one shilling and sixpence, although he cannot recall with certainty. The original 

edition apparently did not sell well and a number of copies were therefore bound in paper 

and made available in the foyers of the cinemas. I have not seen a copy of this version. 

 

The printers of I Remember, Messrs. Goddard, Walker & Brown, were an old-established 

Hull firm which went out of existence in 1940 when their premises in the Market Place were 

destroyed by enemy action. It has not proved possible therefore to ascertain how many 

copies of I Remember were printed. It is interesting to note that Goddard & Brown, Printers, 

then of the Packet Office, Lowgate, were in 1836 the printers of bills of Ching Lau Lauro 

when he appeared at the Theatre Royal in nearby Humber Street. 
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Report of William Morton’s death in the “Hull and 

Yorkshire Times” for 9th July, 1938. 


