THE EARLY 70s CHINESE MOVIE SCENE

You asked for reminiscences of the “Late Night Era” of seeing Chinese movies in the 1970s … though I have to confess that after 30 years my memories are more than a little fuzzy. But I still have a bunch of flyers from those days, and a heap of membership cards (some of which are quite meaningless to me now) so I’ll do my best to reconstruct what can, obviously, only be a personal view; other people may have had completely different experiences. And, of course, the first thing I have to say is that, for me, it wasn’t so much the “Late Night” era, as the “Chinese Cinema Club” era, and most of my movie-going was done during the day.


But let’s start from the beginning. Around ’69 or ’70 I’d got interested in Japanese Samurai movies, and seen a number of Kurosawas (and the like) at the NFT, the ICA and the Electric Cinema Club in Portobello Road. Then in January 1972 I got an excited call from my friend Bob in Birmingham, saying that, via his local Chinese supermarket, he’d discovered the “real stuff” and seen a movie called Black and White Umbrellas at a late, 1:00am show at Birmingham Odeon, and that I should really get up there the following weekend to see Wang Yu’s The Sword. So off I went on the train, on a snowy weekend, to join Bob, who was then sleeping in his cramped office where the only heating was one electric ring for making coffee … and off we went after midnight to the Odeon. Obviously the cinema had been specially hired out of normal hours, and specifically at a time when all the Chinese restaurant workers could get away after hours. Even so, I was quite surprised to see entire families there (who’d tend to jabber continually throughout the movie), including ancient grannies and wailing two-year-olds who’d toddle up and down the aisles with no apparent control whatever. And if we weren’t the only two Englishmen in the audience, I’d suspect we were probably two out of three … and thus the subject of much curious staring (which was something I got quite used to in succeeding years).


All that apart, The Sword just knocked me over. For a start (after all those black-and-white samurai movies) there was the colour, then the costumes, the history, the completely new (to me) and previously undiscovered cultural background … and the whole idea of “precious swords” and the code of chivalrous knight-errantry. I was 22 years old, and it was like a hole opened up in the floor beneath me, and I just fell straight through it. It was literally a life-changing event, and started a long-lasting interest that’s remained to this day, not only in the Chinese movie, but also in Chinese history, culture and literature (and, ultimately, a specialisation in writing and publishing on the I Ching) … all starting with The Sword. It also had a heavy influence on my “day-job” as a comic-book writer. And, in the end, it’s left me with an enormous preference for the swordplay movie (though I’ve always thought of it as the “swordfighting” movie, because “playing” had nothing to do with the blood-soaked epics I was seeing at the time) rather than kung fu, for subtitles and widescreen, and for Mandarin rather than Cantonese.


Of course, it turned out that the movies were also shown in London, where I lived. The Sword was on a circuit run by Tung Po Overseas Ltd, and I dutifully went along to their offices over the Loon Moon Supermarket in Gerrard Street and got myself a membership card (obviously necessary as all these movies were bypassing the normal certification process, and being shown in uncut versions). This was before any Hong Kong movies had been generally released in the UK, so I was seen as a charming curiosity and treated with generosity (as continued to happen throughout the period), and presented with a poster as well as my membership card … though I’m embarrassed to say that, looking through my collection now, I can’t remember for which movie it was. It could have been for Bloody Fists. Of course, all the flyers, and the notices that accompanied posters in Gerrard Street shops, were in Chinese, which meant it was necessary to become rapidly acquainted with Chinese numbers and dates to find out when the movies were on (and to avoid repeating embarrassing incidents like dashing across Birmingham after a Sunday morning show, in the belief that another movie started elsewhere at 1:00 in the afternoon, only to find it was on at 1:00 in the morning). Tung Po showed at the Church Hall of Notre Dame de France in Leicester Place on a Sunday afternoon, and (possibly late) at the Prince of Wales theatre in Coventry Street. But the films also went out on the late night circuit to Bristol, Birmingham, Manchester, Leeds, Liverpool, Glasgow, and Edinburgh. And, of course, there was a mixture of swordplay, comedies, romances and dramas. The vast majority were swordplay, however; the kung fu movie was only just starting to show its influence. And every now and then, amongst the current material, there’d be a classic. I saw Dragon Inn in Birmingham at a late night show, and again a few months later in London, late at Notre Dame Hall. Which was actually the only late night movie I saw in London (I spent more late nights in Birmingham, as it happened), because soon after that, the era of daytime Chinese cinema clubs began in London … and if someone told me of a new Chinese cinema club, I’d join it instantly.


By mid-1972 I was freelance, and able to schedule my working day as I pleased, and such was my passion for Chinese movies that I’d just go to see everything, romances and comedies included, memorably managing to get through eight different movies in a single week at one point.


There was the Chinese Cinema Club at 56 Wardour Street, in the basement under a Chinese restaurant, showing at 3:00, 5:00, 7:00 and 9:00 every day of the week, with 4 or 5 trailers accompanying the main feature. There I saw a lot of Shaw Brothers movies, and even more of Wang Yu’s massive output in the first couple of years after he left Shaw Brothers and was trying to pay off the legal penalties he incurred in doing so. They also showed one or two Golden Harvest movies, including the Chinese version of Zatoichi and the One-Armed Swordsman where, if memory serves correctly (and unlike the recent DVD of the Japanese version) Wang Yu wins the showdown fight at the end … and also despatches the villainous Japanese monk by pulling his throbbing heart out with his bare hands.


Soon afterwards, the Golden Harvest Cinema Club opened at 76 Wardour Street, in what was obviously originally a preview theatre which, by the standards of the other clubs, was absolutely luxurious, with leather armchairs … though probably uneconomically small. This was unusual in not being run by Chinese, being headed up by Roy McAree, who was also preparing to distribute the Bruce Lee movies to the English cinemas. So, there I saw Lee’s output in uncut subtitled versions, along with many other early GH movies. But, marvellous martial artist as he was, Lee never appealed much to me, probably because of the 20th century setting of his movies. Wang Yu, whose range of acting I characterised at the time as “a shrug, a smirk, and a smack in the mouth”, remained far more appealing to me … along with David Chiang, Ti Lung, Pai Ying and, most of all, Shang-kuan Ling-feng (in days long before she acquired the westernised, parrot’s name of “Polly” … which just struck me as a cruel and ironic joke when Ling-feng means “Divine Phoenix”). As for directors, for me, no one of that time could match King Hu or Chang Cheh, though I always thought that Wang Yu was a stylish and underrated director when he put his mind to it.


Tung Po had swiftly faded out, to be replaced by the Overseas Chinese Cinema Club, showing firstly at Notre Dame Hall from Sunday (two afternoon shows) to Wednesday (four shows during the week), and then, more often, in a basement with hard, churchhall-like chairs at 113 Wardour Street. Showing to or three days a week (I don’t remember when) at 4:00, 6:00 and 8:00, I’d usually turn up for the 4 o’clock show, and say hello to a 14-year old kid called Wu, whose non-English-speaking father seemed somehow involved in running the place. Of course, I was an object of curiosity again, and hellos led to further conversations, and my eagerness to pick up flyers led to the occasional gifts of lobby-stills or posters, and sometimes a free ticket. And, more curious to my new friend still, I continued to see everything, mixing dismal comedies with the, by now, mainstream kung fu fare, and baffling him completely by turning up for revivals of black-and-white, small-screen Cantonese Wong Fei-hung movies with Kwan Tak-hing and no English subtitles, or similar Cantonese oldies starring child-star Bruce Lee. Ah, you’ll be thinking, by now I must surely have learned Chinese … well, no, I never have beyond a few words, and those words are in Mandarin, not Cantonese. But I just wanted to see all this stuff to get to know the history.


I made myself even more of a curiosity by avidly buying the Chinese movie magazines and openly confessing, when asked by people behind the counter, that I couldn’t read them. But they had English abstracts, and pictures, and news of upcoming productions, most of which turned up in the clubs … and my appetite was just voracious. Every week I’d be into the AtoZ Book Centre in Macclesfield Street, buying at least one of the 4 or 5 movie magazines I tried my best to pick up every month (or, it has to be said, at least all the ones that had pictures of Shang-kuan Ling-feng in them) and eyeing up all the martial arts weapons, books and kit which were the shop’s main stock-in-trade. And before you ask, no, I never learned any martial arts either.


By then, of course, King Boxer and the Bruce Lee movies had hit the high street cinemas, and there were hacked-up English-dubbed movies everywhere. There was also a huge moral panic about “violence”, and as the 1970s perception was still that anything “made in Hong Kong” must be inherently cheap and trashy, the censors felt free to simply hack out anything showing nunchakus, or throwing stars, or steel whips (regardless of what that did to the story), to “safeguard the public” … even though it was transparently obvious that the more they cut this stuff, the more attractive it became to the aspiring thug. And kung fu was everywhere by now, with the limp David Carradine TV series, and seasons of the same uncut movies that I’d already seen in the clubs turning up at the ICA and the NFT.

But the clubs largely remained a private pleasure, especially at the afternoon shows that I favoured, though occasionally I’d see a couple more English faces than before. But never often enough to get to know any of them. Besides, I’d always sit right at the front where there was no one to get in the way of my seeing the subtitles, and I could stretch my long English legs, and the jabber was further back, and I was less likely to have some squalling brat puking in my ear. And who or what was behind me had no importance compared to what was on the screen in front of me.


Eventually all the clubs closed down except one, the Hong Kong Cinema Club at 46 Gerrard Street, in a basement under the Hong Kong Cultural Services shop (another source of magazines and, later, Chinese kung fu comics), a place long since converted into yet another restaurant. A couple of years had passed by then and, as it happened, my friend Wu had left school and got himself a job, first as trainee and then as full-time projectionist at the same Hong Kong Cinema Club. This was another four shows a day job, seven days a week … so I’d be there every week, about 2:45 and heading down the exit stairs and into the projection room, to pick up a free ticket and maybe a lobby still or a poster, and have a quick chat with Wu, and maybe arrange a lunch-date for another day in the week. And sometimes I’d bewilder even him, by going to see Seven to One three times in its one week run (and paying for two of them too), but it was the first time I’d seen Shang-kuan Ling-feng in modern dress, and looking like the “real self” of her magazine publicity-shots, and she was just too gorgeous to resist. Besides, this was long before videos and DVDs, and I could only imagine I’d never see the movies again. And Wu was sharp enough to recognise a man in the grip of an obsession … and I always got the poster when one of her movies was showing …


As for what they showed there, it was a mixture: lots of First Films, a few Shaw movies and Chang Cheh’s Chang’s Film Co, stuff from Yangtse, Goldig, Hong Hwa and lots of independents. Lots of comedies and dramas too, as well as the standard kung fu fare (swordplay had virtually disappeared by this point in the cycle), and just about anything that was big, and had the biggest stars, coming from Hong Kong and Taiwan … except for Golden Harvest, whose movies I don’t recall seeing there at all. And the HK Cinema also ran late-night double bills of older features at the Odeon St Martin’s Lane on Sundays, and, as with all the other clubs, the movies would then go out on circuit round the country … though outside of London they were always late night shows.


So five years passed away, and hundreds of movies, and I have to confess I can’t really remember how it came to an end … but it must have been early in 1977. I know there were several factors that came together, but I can’t really put them in any order. One was that Wu suddenly quit as projectionist and got a job working in a restaurant in Watford, though we stayed in contact for a few more years after that. Another was me hitting one of those inevitable dry spells in any freelance writer’s life, where both work and money were short. And around that time the Chinese video-rental outlets started to open, which really cut the throat of the cinema circuit. Before too long the Hong Kong Cinema Club was gone, and all that was left were some late night shows, but in those days night-transport was too problematical for me to reach them. And the AtoZ Book Centre closed down too … and everything just drifted away into memories, and nostalgia, and “I wonder what ever happened to …?”


Until the home video boom of the mid 1980s …
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