Charlie Chan at the Technological Cutting Edge

By Rush Glick

Readers may be at least somewhat familiar with the great Chinese detective, Charlie Chan, whose crime-solving exploits were famous on the silver screen decades ago.  However, few may realize that, on occasion, in the midst of bringing criminals to justice, Mr. Chan also exposed moviegoers of the 1930s and 1940s to what was then cutting edge technology, much of which was later to be adapted to the computers and other communication devices that we take for granted today.

In the 1932 film Charlie Chan’s Chance, a trans-Atlantic telephone call is placed via radio between New York City and Scotland Yard headquarters in London, England.  At the time, few were aware that this was even possible, and, as illustrated in the script for this film, audiences were informed of the procedure in this way:

CUT TO CLOSEUP on dial indicator as the hands travel around the face of the dial. 
CUT TO WIDE SHOT on open country with the high tower - from which the spark of the electric current is seen - as it comes from the top of the tower and travels across the sky - NIGHT. 
FADE TO WIDE SHOT over ocean - showing the electric current passing through space over the ocean - NIGHT. 
FADE TO WIDE SHOT country location lights from small houses seen - the electric wave passes through space toward large receiving towers - NIGHT. 
CUT TO EXTERIOR LONDON telephone exchange - man with earphones at switch board operating keys.

Four years later, in Charlie Chan at the Race Track, while on the trail of a gambling ring and solving a case of murder, Charlie Chan, as well the audience viewing this film, is shown how photoelectric sensors are used to follow the progress of a racehorse around the track and then recording the finish:

“At every quarter mile, there’s a photoelectric cell.  Now, this light was automatically turned on when he (the racehorse) went through the first beam.  It also started the timer across the track.  He’s coming to the first quarter (mile).  Now, watch this light.  This switch turns on the high-speed movie cameras, and we’re now ready to take a picture of the finish.  Here he comes.  Now, the film we just took is being developed in this high-speed developer.  In less than two minutes time, Mr. Chan, we have taken an actual picture of the finish and sent it down to the judges’ stand.”
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Both a Teletype machine, many models of which the CMA  holds in its collection, and the wire photo, are prominently featured in Charlie Chan at the Opera (1936).  Charlie Chan pays a visit to the Los Angeles Bulletin where he finds, via a Teletype message sent from the Chicago Sun, that that newspaper possesses a photo of a murder suspect.  Mr. Hudson, the wire photo technician at the L.A. newspaper, helps the detective obtain a photo from Chicago:

“It will only be a minute now, Mr. Chan, while they regulate the speed so that the roller, holding the picture in Chicago, is revolving at the same rate as the roller holding the negative in this cylinder.  Here it comes.  The two machines are now locked together as one.  A small light is traveling over the picture in Chicago.  It’s an electric eye that tells this electric eye, over the wire, what it sees.  Then this electric eye prints on the negative in this cylinder in black and white what it sees in Chicago.”

Television was being developed during the 1930s, and was even featured as an exhibit at the 1939 World’s Fair in New York City.  That same year, experimental broadcasts were made in and around that city.  The events of World War II put television on hold, however.  Years later, with the end of the war near at hand, and with television just on the horizon, Charlie Chan rounded up a gang of spies who were using a television studio as their cover in the 1945 movie The Scarlet Clue.  During the course of the film, a live TV broadcast, very reminiscent in its live innocence and simplicity of what was to become available for home viewers in just a couple of years, provides the backdrop for a murder.  

These are some of the glimpses of technological breakthroughs that our parents and grandparents were offered courtesy of that honorable detective, Charlie Chan.  Not only were his exploits entertaining to moviegoers decades ago, but at times his pictures presented the public with hints, often educational in their presentation, of some of the technological achievements of the day.
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*From The Circuit; Computer Museum of America; Volume 2, Issue 4; Fall, 2003.
