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Ben Lyon  Monte Rutledge  
James Hall  Roy Rutledge 
Jean Harlow  Helen 
John Darrow  Karl Arnstedt 
Lucien Prival  Baron von Kranz   
Frank Clarke  Lt. von Bruen  
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Hell’s Angels is an independently made American epic aviation war film, directed and produced by 
Howard Hughes.  It stars Ben Lyon, James Hall and Jean Harlow.   
 
Originally conceived as a silent film, photography began in 1927, but Howard Hughes’ overbearing 
production techniques led to conflicts with successive directors and then, midway through 
production, came the advent of the sound movie, with the arrival of The Jazz Singer.  As a result, 
Hughes decided to turn Hell’s Angels into a talkie.  But this presented problems for him with the 
stars.  Ben Lyon and James Hall were not all that convincing as Oxford undergraduates, but they 

just about got by.  However, Greta Nissen, a 
Norwegian actress with an accent that was 
practically incomprehensible was unbelievable as 
the middle-class English girl.   
 
The story goes that Ben Lyon spotted an extra 
named Jean Harlow on the studio lot and suggested 
that she might replace the unfortunate Greta 
Nissen.  And despite a degree of scepticism about 
her suitability she got the part of Helen.  After 
various postponements and difficulties, the film was 
eventually released in 1930.    



The plot, such as it is, revolves around Roy (James 
Hall) and Monte (Ben Lyon), two very different 
brothers and their German friend and fellow Oxford 
student Karl (John Darrow).  Strait-laced Roy loves 
and idolises the apparently demure Helen (Jean 
Harlow).  Monte, on the other hand, is a womaniser.  
When World War 1 breaks out Karl is against the 
idea of having to fight England but is conscripted into 
the German Air Force, and the two British brothers 
enlist in the Royal Flying Corps.  
 
With the scene set, the first half of the film builds up 
to a Zeppelin raid on London and its aftermath.  
Needless to say, Karl is an officer on the Zeppelin.  The second half of the film moves to France to 
the two brothers out on a spree; to a confrontation between Roy and Helen; and to, most 
spectacularly, an aerial dog fight with 30 or 40 planes simultaneously diving and zooming at each 
other.  The latter includes the involvement of Baron von Richthofen’s Flying Circus. 
 
Hell’s Angels, after an initially poor performance at the box office, did quite well earning nearly $8 
million, roughly the equivalent today of $115 million.  The reviews were universal in their acclaim 
for the flying scenes, but the mundane plot and maudlin characterisations were also remarked 
upon somewhat unfavourably.  Lyon, Hall and Harlow, billed in that order, received mixed reviews 
for their acting.  Hughes was praised for his hard work on the filming and aircraft sequences, but 
The New York Times was especially critical of Harlow’s performance commenting that Hughes’ film 
is “absorbing and exciting, but while (Harlow) is the centre of attraction, the picture is a most 
mediocre piece of work”.  The film received one Academy Award nomination, for cinematography. 

 
During the making of the film Hughes 
crashed his aircraft performing an aerial 
sequence stunt pilots had refused to do and 
he broke several bones.  Three other 
aviators and a mechanic were less fortunate 
having been killed in the course of the 
production. 
 
In the movie there is an 8 minute colour 
sequence, including the only colour footage 
of Harlow that exists.  It was filmed in 

Multicolor, but printed by Technicolor, as Multicolor could not yet supply as large a demand of 
printings in such a short amount of time.  For many years the colour sequence was thought 
lost.  In 1989, Michael Wayne discovered a copy of the film, including the colour sequence, in the 
personal vault of his father, John Wayne.  Just another fact about the history of a movie that is 
surrounded by interesting information.  
 
The personal story of Hell’s Angels is badly dated, but the film still survives by virtue of its highly 
dramatic combat scenes.  On this basis I hope you have an enjoyable evening, which I did when I 
first saw the film in 1948 in the Camp Cinema when I was doing my National Service in the RAF. 
 
Neville Ledsome 
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What happened to the main stars? 
 
Ben Lyon was an American leading man who appeared in 72 silent and talkies of the 1920s and 
1930s.  He was born on 6 Feb, 1901, in Atlanta and moved to Baltimore and later to New York 
with his family. According to an early press release from Warner Bros. Pictures, the youth, who 
originally wanted to be a physician, went into a studio on his way to school one day to watch a film 
being made. When he asked a man “who happened to be the director how he should go about 
getting into the movies,” the release relates, “the director looked at him a minute and told him to 
report the next day.” 
 
Mr Lyon then played a few extra roles in pictures without much success, making his first break-
through in several roles on the New York stage. But in 1923 he left for Hollywood, where in three 
years he moved from a $250‐a‐week bit player to a $2,000‐a‐week star. Newspaper accounts of 
the time reported that “success has evidently gone to his head,” and that his mother took charge of 
the finances of the then 25‐year‐old star. 
 
During the 1940's Mr Lyon served as talent director for 20th Century‐Fox and was credited with 
“discovering” a vivacious young actress named Norma Jean Baker, whom he signed to a long‐
term $125‐a‐week contract and renamed Marilyn Monroe. 
 
“It's Jean Harlow all over again!” he is said to have exclaimed when she walked into his office. 
 
In 1936 he visited England, and with his wife Bebe Daniels who was a leading lady of the silent 
screen, they unexpectedly began a second career as unofficial American ambassadors of good will. 
 
‘Bebe danced and I sort of did a monologue,” Mr. Lyon said later. “We clicked, and after that came 
a 90‐week tour of the music halls.” 
 
In 1940 they began broadcasting “Hi Gang!” a popular radio program, which they later turned into a 
film of the same name. During the blitz, they remained in London, broadcasting their weekly program 
in the show‐must‐go‐on tradition, having been bombed out of three studios. 
 
Before the United Service Organizations arrived in London, the couple had set up the American 
Overseas Artists and later broadcast “The Stars and Stripes,” a half‐hour show that was broadcast 
in the United States. The couple, known as Ben. and Bebe, became a hit with American servicemen 
on leave. 
 
Mr Lyon ended the war with the rank of lieutenant colonel in the Army Air Forces. He was awarded 
the Order of the British Empire, for his war work by Queen Elizabeth II in 1977. Earlier he had  
received the Legion of Merit from the A.A.F. The couple lived in London on and off until Miss  
Daniels's death in 1971. 
 
Older members of the audience may recall they appeared together with their family regularly on UK 
radio and television, including in the long running series “Life with the Lyons”.   
 
He died aged 78 after suffering a heart attack while on vacation abroad the Queen Elizabeth 2. 
 

***************************************************************************************************************  
Harlean Carpenter, later known as Jean Harlow, was born 3 March, 1911 in Kansas City, Missouri.  
Although she would only live to the age of 26, she achieved a great deal of success.  In an acting 
career that lasted 10 years, Jean made 36 movies.  Harlow had suffered from scarlet fever at age 
15. This may have contributed to her untimely death from kidney disease on 7 June 1937.  
 

************************************************************************************************************************* 
James Hall did not appear in a film after 1932 and died of cirrhosis exactly 3 years to the day after 
Jean Harlow. 



Comments and reactions to: Mediterraneo 
 Another fascinating film – brilliant!  It spoke volumes so subtly.     Dreadful 
Somewhat disjointed and not always easy to understand           Felt very realistic 
Concept good but disjointed, dizzy camerawork            Difficult to follow but moving 
Strange, unsettling and disturbing film in every way       Worth seeing but rather confusing 
 Will think of this film next time I eat an orange      Very heavy going – not very successful           
Immigrants have had an appalling time forever         “There but for the grace of God, go I” 
 Felt I was amongst refugees – strange ending         Always something new out of Africa 
 Harrowing watch – very sad: good music/sound effects  
A very vivid account of how it feels to be an immigrant 
All very predictable – poor filming – close ups too close             
Terrifying – how would I have fared?  What would I have done? 
Very disturbing film but I’m afraid that us the state of the world 
A brave choice of film for One World Week – film was however, too confusingly presented 
Mostly bleak but with a glimmer of light (at least I think that’s what it was) at the end 
A worthy effort but hard on the eyes – far too much hand-held, low light camera work 
After the intermission it was better.  All I can say: wouldn’t want to be in need to live like 
that - at least some people seemed to take care 
 

Score  0 1 2 3 4 5 6   7 8   9  10 
   ~ 1 ~ 2 4 8 9 6 2 ~ ~ 
No of reaction slips received = 32     Average Score = 5.47 
 
 

Position Film Average Score 
1st Lion 8.46 
2nd United Kingdom 8.28 
3rd I, Daniel Blake 7.78 
4th Mediterraneo 5.47 

 
 

Our next film on 23 November: 
     

 “A charming and hilarious coming of age 
story set in rural France, where Paula lives 

with her deaf parents and discovers an 
amazing gift for singing.” 

 
“It works on many levels: as a rites-of-

passage story, a rustic family tale, a movie 
about deafness, a film about singing and a 

study in small-town politics.” 
 

“Original and in perfect pitch with its 
audience, The Belier Family is a charmer.” 

 
“It's a real family crowd-pleaser that's well 

worth seeking out.” 


