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L egendary film star
Boris Karloff got
married in B.C. in 1910.
This fact, which is not

mentioned in any of his
biographies, is perhaps the most
intriguing in a series of new
details emerging about his early
years in Canada.

Most of what we know
about those days is from his own
recollections, which he was
happy to share, but each
retelling would be a bit different.
As friend and biographer
Cynthia Lindsay noted: “From
the time Boris disembarked [in
Canada], he laid a trail as
difficult to follow as if he had
deliberately obliterated it.”1

 Karloff was born William
Henry Pratt in a London suburb
on 23 November 1887. He was
the youngest in a family of eight
brothers, one sister, and one half-
sister. His father was a civil
servant who was a tyrant at
home; his mother was frail and
ill. Both died young. William was
expected to follow in the
footsteps of his father and
brothers and join the civil service,
but his interest in theatre
overshadowed his interest in
school, and he was a
disappointment to the family.2

At 21, he decided to leave home, and chose his
destination by tossing a coin: heads meant Australia,
tails meant Canada. It came up tails, so in May 1909,
he sailed from England aboard the Empress of Britain,
and landed in Montreal. He then went to the Toronto
office of the Canada Company, with whom he had
arranged a farming job. He was directed to Caledonia,
and the farm of Terrance O’Reilly.3

O’Reilly, however, had never heard of Karloff,
wasn’t expecting anyone, and didn’t want anyone.
Reluctantly, Karloff was allowed to stay, but things didn’t
work out. After three months, he headed for Banff, where
he found little work, then continued on to B.C.4

In 1910, he was in Vancouver, starving and
broke, when by chance he ran into Hayman Claudet,

a friend of his brother Jack. Claudet offered him food
and money, and got him a job selling real estate.5

Realtor, surveyor, ditch digger
The Vancouver civic directory for that year

listed Karloff (still known as Pratt) as an agent with
the firm of Ward Burmester and Von Gravenitz. His
address was given as ‘Hornby Mansions.’6

Advertisements said the company dealt in
loans, real estate, insurance, and auctions. Their head
office was at 319 Pender, and they had a branch office
at 443 Lonsdale in North Vancouver. Partners in the
firm were Percy Ward, Charles Mansel Burmester, and
Hans Von Gravenitz.7

This company does not appear to have been
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Boris Karloff, 1914. (right)
Courtesy Sara Karloff.
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