


1857, was written in 1894 apparently at the
request of James Frowde's children. "In order to
keep me out of mischief, or possibly thinking
there may be acts I have committed they think
they should avoid”.

EARLY DAYS AT HOME

Following his mother’s death and his father’s
remarriage, James left school and contemplated a
number of careers, including that of a sailor on
‘HMS Victory’, with two spells as a grocer’s
assistant and a period with a whitesmith. In July
1846 his life was changed by the arrival of
‘Hengler’s Circus Royal’ at Portsmouth, housed
in a special wooden building. His brother George,
already with the circus, introduced him to his
grandfather, Mons Hengler (1784-1861), uncles
Charles Hengler (1821-1887) and John Hengler
(1831-1919), two uncles by marriage William
Powell (1816-1900) and Richard Beacham, and
three of his aunts. Another uncle by marriage,
John Henderson (1822-1867) came as a visitor.
James wrote; - “I was at the circus one evening
and saw Dad listening to and watching Billy
Taylor, a funny but very coarse clown ... I saw
my father laugh and thought how I should like to
be a clown! I remember grandfather coming
before the audience to work a trick horse. I have
never seen a man make his obeisance to the
audience with the grace and command that he did,
except perhaps his son Edward (1819-1865) who
was not then with the concern”. It was during this
stay in Portsmouth, that James’ uncle Charles met
his wife-to-be, Mary Sprake (1828-1902), and
after an apparently brief courtship married her!
“She was the daughter of the Bandmaster of the
11th Hussars, a very eminent musician and
composer. To say that the young lady was very
pretty is like saying that honey is not sour. Before
long my uncle cast longing eyes on this angel in
human mould and on the 19th day of August 1846
they walked from the church in the parish of
Portsea, as handsome a couple as ever swore
fidelity™.

One day James’ brother George returned home
with the news that Hengler’s circus was
disbanded and that Uncle Charles had joined the
circus of William Cooke (an uncle to Aunt
Charles). A year later; - “A circus was being sold
up and Edward bought the nucleus that forms
Hengler’s (Circus), now of world renown and
repute. Aunt Charles by this time ... had given
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birth (to Susannah Jane) and I think (it was) in
September Uncle Charles’ show was started. In
October of that year I found myself with him”.

EARLY HARDSHIPS WITH THE CIRCUS

Although it might be imagined that James would
be helped by his uncle to develop a clown act,!
his autobiography makes clear that this was not
so. In fact he seems to have been discouraged,
disparaged and indeed treated harshly. This may
explain why his ‘family’ withdrew permission for
the rest of his story to be published in the
Gloucester Journal in 1899.3 James’ account also
hints at some rift between his mother and her
younger  brother Charles Hengler (the
‘Governor’).

At Nottingham, for Christmas 1847, “Uncle John
was poorly and I had to sleep at one of the
performer’s (lodgings). A lie was told of me. One
morning, after I had counted the checks, etc., the
Governor, with whip in hand, asked me a question.
I would not answer! In the presence of Aunt 1
might have done. He swore I should! No dog ever
got a worse whipping. The door was locked, no
one could come in, but the landlady kicked up a
row. My skin and bones were in a miserable
condition, as was my shirt”. The Hengler family,
including James, was lodging at a confectioner’s
and they lived sumptuously. But James’ aching
bones and wounded spirit put him off his food.
“The whip, already frayed, was again threatened,
but a word of pity and supplication from the liquid
eyes of Aunt Charles prevailed ... I am still a kind
of outcast, sitting by the wall. Father and mother
(Hengler), with Uncle John, are at the supper table,
the old man having a discussion with his wife. Her
repartee is too smart for his expletives. He taunts
her with her nationality (Irish). ‘Oh, ah’, said she,
assuming a brogue you might have hung your cap
upon, ‘More power to my elbow’ ...I gave an
involuntary laugh, in a second hot potatoes were
smacking the wall around my head”. On Christmas
Day, “Uncle and Aunt Henderson have come, all
available relations were present. We had a jolly
dinner, table replete, with fruit etc., and general
chatter and laughter. I’m in a corner, busy with my
thoughts. Revenge or envy has no place but I
wonder why I was born. 1 think of Her and
remember hearing how, on her dying bed she
grieved and prayed for a blessing on her then-
despised brother Charles, now the head of the
family”.









Edward. He was remembered, given a bed, and
provided with some Christmas cheer! Next
morning he found a local publican with a concert
room, who needed someone that very night. The
audience initially received him  without
enthusiasm but his tricks and contortions won
them round and he was engaged. One day his
Uncle Charles visited him: - ““Well’, said he,
‘Have you had enough of vagabonding?’. ‘Yes!’.
‘Well’, said he, ‘Meet me at such a time, come to
us, and for goodness sake get that hair cut, here’,
giving me half a sovereign, ‘and get some grub
into you’. I went and had some grub, then with
some pain to have my hair cut”.

BACK WITH HENGLER’S AND GIVEN A
CHANCE

“We got to York, I had a kind reception from Aunt
... It was Sunday, I went to the arena, saw the
horses, saw Susie much grown and very pretty.
The circus stood in a meadow between the castle
and river ... My wages were 15/- a week, my
duties to count the checks and make up check
boxes, to help the Governor, attend the box office,
take money in the evening and see the horses feet
got cleaned and made comfortable for the night
... All very well, but (what) about performing? I
alluded to it, in a most modest manner, but got
chaffed ... Within a few weeks, after the box
office was closed, I saw Uncle and Edward in the
promenade, intent on some business. I slipped
into the dressing room, doffed my clothing, took
two chairs into the ring and came in as a
performer. 1 could hear Edward’s hush, I made
my bow and did all my tricks as though I was
before the public, finished, made a bow and heard
a laugh and applause. Edward came down, patted
me on the back and otherwise praised me.
Charles came after, ‘So you think you would like
to be a performer, I’'ll give you a chance”. James
was put on with Jem Ryan, a juggler of about his
own age, to do some tricks between Ryan’s.
“Two pretty objects we were for public affection.
However the many-headed monster gave me a
good turn and the Governor came round and told
me I should perform on his benefit night and he
would make me a present of a dress. This was
ordered and delivered, a pair of red tights with a
headpiece and horns, only eyes, nose, mouth and
ears were at liberty. I was now duly advertised
and announced as the ‘Red Man of the
Mountains’, and received 20/- per week”.
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At North Shields James received a letter from his
father, telling him that he was mortally ill, asking
him to think kindly of his stepmother and letting
him know that there would be no inheritance ‘for
any of you’ but promising him ‘the likeness of
your Mother’. A letter from his stepmother, dated
16th April, told him of his father’s death that day.
“Grandmother sent for me, she and Uncle
(Charles) showed great sympathy. I returned to
my duties, am 19 years of age. Had father lived a
few hours longer he would have been 50.”
Newcastle was the next town, with the circus

standing by the railway station. Shortly
afterwards tenting resumed.
AN AWFUL ACCIDENT

During a journey from Haydon Bridge to
Haltwhistle, the circus was travelling in convoy; -
“Charles was driving the band carriage, Edward
on the box by his side ... all at once a succession
of screams was heard, and from the rear of the
cortege coming at an awful speed was the horse
‘Battleaxe’ with six of the ladies in the trap. Aunt
Powell was one of them but she was not driving,
for the horse had shaken its bridle off and ... was
coming towards us at racing speed ... Aunt
Charles was on the rear seat ... As they passed
me, Charles turned round, saw what had occurred
and in a moment, as the runaway came (along)
side, leapt from the box seat and had the horse by
the nose and held on like grim death, stopping the
horse but running the cart up the bank. Over went
the trap and Aunt was thrown out ... in the agony
of the moment the Governor or Edward let the
reins go ... the carriage came up as she fell, her
head against the spokes of the wheel. To me they
seem to have struck her head two or three times ..
her face but a few moments ago a perfection of
womanly beauty was bathed in blood. The skin of
her forehead seemed to have fallen over her face
... William Powell had replaced the bridle, jumped
in the trap and was off as hard as he could make
the horse gallop, for the doctor. Charles was
wringing his hands, women were weeping and
horror-stricken men could not, without emotion,
look upon her ... I was sent off at once to the
hotel to prepare a bed and met Powell and the
doctor. I don’t think the doctor looked as easy as
he would in his study or surgery for Powell was
rushing the horse. The whole was to me like a
hideous dream. Presently, as I sat in despair
expecting to hear of her death, Uncle came to me






and female. James, inevitably, was put in charge
of the monkeys. “The male was of the same tribe
as she was, one of the most old-fashioned looking
women you ever saw, always smiles, chatter or
scold. She bore, as animals of a lower order often
do, a comic likeness to Jim Ryan senior,
especially when she implored for a favour. She,
Mary, was very fond of the other simian, which
used to treat her in the most churlish manner. It
was funny to watch them. She would, as far as
her chain would allow her, get as near to him as
possible and in subdued manner converse with
him, showing, by tender glances she bestowed on
the brute, how loving her communication was.
He used to get as far away from her as his chain
would permit ... looking straight before him all
the time. Poor Mary got me into a sad mess or
two”. During the journey from Durham to
Chester-le-Street, Mary had been bundled into a
box upside down. James resuscitated her, in the
local inn, with old beer made warm and gingered.
“Two men, after my departure, had gone into the
tap room in order to eat their mid-day meal, and
not observing or caring to examine the box before
the fire, sat down to the table and called for their
beer. They were recuperating their tissues when
poor Mary crawled to the table, stood and putting
her hands on the hospitable board, gave the two
boys a look which instead of awakening
hospitable sensations, or charity, so filled the men
with alarm that they scuttled out of the room,
locking the door and calling for the landlord ...
Mary had satisfied her beery inclination, raised
the cup and mauled the food. The Governor
arrived just in time to prevent murder ... Had we
brought an epidemic to their village we could not
have committed a greater atrocity”.

JAMES PLAYS HIS FIRST DRAMATIC
PART

Early in 1851, at Bradford, James revolted against
his duties of counting checks and handed over the
responsibility to his Aunt Charles. He got a
chance to play a part in “‘The Merry Miller’s
Wedding Day’, when a disgruntled actor went
missing. Although his offer to play the part was
initially met with a tirade of abuse, the Governor
was at his wits end and eventually sent the
wardrobe mistress to get James ready for the ring.
“I had on the big cap and pinafore, proved myself,
and did the part. One would have thought this
would have pleased the Governor, but no, he was
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riled. Every time I made my appearance at the
ring doors it was ‘Where’s Dickie?’ (the man who
had been playing the part). He never came again
and I know not what became of him.” James’ new
cousin Alfred was baptised at Bradford, although
James was not invited to the celebrations due to
falling out with his uncle over the matter of the
checks!

Next, at Halifax, the rumour that James had
hanged himself spread after his larking pals got
his ‘Red Man’ dress, stuffed it, fitted a mask and
hung it by the neck out of a window! At Leeds,
James performed his ‘Red Man’ act and for the
first time a new act balancing on Champagne
bottles. In ‘Turpin’ James played the part of the
Beadle, well enough to get a 10/- rise in salary!
Within a few weeks it was his 20th birthday.
Manager Broadfoot cast him for a part in his new
piece on the ‘Afghan War’. But in October 1851,
at Peterborough, James was dismissed after
receiving his salary! Uncle and Aunt Powell also
left.

JAMES WITH COOKE’S CIRCUS

James advertised in the ‘Era’, to seek fresh fields,
and got engagements at Rugby and Sunderland
but was then invited to join Mr. H. Cooke,
proprietor of a large circus at Plymouth.
Although required to assist with box keeping, he
also gained new experience. Cooke advertised
him as a Dutchman ‘Mynheer Frowde’. He used
his tricks and posturing for the entrees and his
chair trick as a ring act. James was very happy at
Plymouth and lived well on 60/- a week. After
his spell with Cooke, James had a yearning to get
back to his relations.

BACK WITH HENGLER’S - 1852-57

James travelled with his ‘family’ from 1852 until
after his autobiography finished in April 1857.
His escapades in many of the towns they visited
are described in graphic detail. He describes the
towns themselves, people he met both within and
outside the ‘profession’ and he paints a picture of
life with a travelling circus company that is
unique. His value to the Hengler family became
increasingly appreciated and the Governor, only
eleven years older than James, became
increasingly sympathetic. People would go three
or four times a week merely to hear the wit and
drollery of Jim Frowde. James proved that by dint






