Dr. Alfred Gigon, Impressario Otto Heinemann, and Frederick Kempster

by Jim Kempster,  October 2011

 
 A paper published by Dr. Alfred Gigon in 1921 has led people to believe that he personally examined Frederick Kempster in Basil in 1915.  For many years, it was believed that Frederick had spent two years (1914 – 1916) in Germany as a prisoner of war.  Frederick's tour with “impressario” and showman Otto Heinemann started in March 1914,  but by his own account Frederick spent only 4 weeks under house arrest in Berlin before being sent home in September 1914.  We have at least four separate accounts that verify he was home in England by this time.  So how could Gigon have examined Frederick in Switzerland in 1915?


Here is a translation of the  introduction to Gigon's study on giants, published in 1921. 


“The present work owes its inspiration to the appearance in Basil in 1915 of a giant who passed himself off as the tallest man who had been known until now. Since then, I have been able to examine a giant and two dwarfs who appeared here. According to the impresario, nothing about these  individuals has appeared in a scientific publication. Other cases were supplied to  me by the Basil Medical University Clinic  and my own patients. The investigations led to some  rare and interesting results.”         (Sections in bold print are referred to later.)


First, a little about Otto Heinemann, impressario and showman. The outline of Heinemann's life is contained in the many passport applications he completed as a travelling showman between 1896 and 1934.  The following facts are found in his application dated 9 September 1899.

Born:  Magdaburg (or Egeln in 1911 application) Germany, 8 July 1860

Emigrated: to United States 15 April 1868 ( or 1877 or 1878 in later applications)

Lived in USA uninterrupted 1868 to 1898 in Saginaw, Michigan

Became naturalized citizen 10 March 1883 (or 27 March 1884 in later applications)

Occupation: Theatrical Manager

Family: wife Bertha born 1865 Germany, 

             daughter Emma born 14 April 1887 , son Egon born 21 May 1888 both in USA


 Shown below is a detail from the  1901 census of  St. Martin in the Fields( London, England).


 Heinemann is staying at the Davis Hotel on Leicester Square along with his wife Bertha, and

             Lewis Wilkins the American giant  who is touring with him. Under occupation, Wilkins is

             listed first as an artist, then Giant. Heinemann is his manager. 
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[image: image2.jpg]THE TALLEST MAN IN

THE WORLD.
Seme of His Curious Expsrionces.
The giant American, Lewis Wilkins, ex-
ibiting in Loudon, is without doubt the
biggest man in existence (says an English
paper).

He only weighed 9lb at birth, but he
now weighs 26st.  He is 8ft 2in in height,
66in round the chest, wears a 9§ hat, &
2lin collar, fourteens in gloves, and can
span two octaves on the piano. A penny
will drop through his third finger ring.
Wilking’s foot is exactly 2ft long (24in),
and he wears a 25 boot; and if he ever
has’ a grown-up daughter we may Sympa-
thise with any love-lorn suitor whom that
boot may help down: the front steps.

FoLLowED IN A Ha¥-carr.

I had a little adventure some years ago
when abroad. I was out for a walk late
at night with Mr Heinmann, my manager.
I was trying to explain to him a tune I'd
heard, and was singing it, when a police-
man came up and insisted, for some reason,
that I was disorderly and that he should
take me to the police station. As I told
you, I'm pretty strong, and he was rather
a little policeman. I said, “Will you do
it alone?”

He' said, “I shall get assistance.”

I suid, “You'd better call out the mili
tary.”





      This newspaper clipping verifies that Heinemann was 

      Lewis Wilkins' manager.  It also shows that Heinemann


liked to include a giant in his travelling shows. 


On 1 February 1915, at the US Embassy in Berlin 
Germany, Heinemann made an emergency passport 
application.  In this application, he says that his last 
passport was issued 13 December 1913, he works as a 
“show manager”, and is residing in Berlin but plans to 
return to the USA after the War. The purpose of the 
passport is to travel to Switzerland, Italy, Austria and 
Holland.  It is clear that when Frederick Kempster returned 
to England in September 1914 after 4 weeks of house 
arrest in Berlin, Heinemann did not go with him, but 
remained at his home in Berlin. 


On 9 July 1915, he was granted a temporary (6 weeks) US 
passport at the American Legation in Berne, Switzerland.  
He planned to travel to Germany, Austria, Hungary, 
Switzerland, Holland, Sweden, and Norway as a show 
manager. On 8 December 1916 he was a temporary 
resident of Berne, Switzerland.  Gigon states that his







measurements of Frederick date to 1915. Did he get them







from Frederick's former manager, Heinemann?
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This postcard showing Frederick under his stage 


name “Teddy Bobs”  claims (in German) that he is 



“der grosste Mensch der je gelebt” or  “the tallest



 man who ever lived” , almost the exact words in



 the Gigon article.  On the back of the card is



 printed “ Impresario Otto Heinemann, from



 Charlottenburg” which is part of Berlin, Germany.   



Note that Gigon mentions getting information from



an impresario in his introduction. 



So, impresario Heinemann was in Berne and may



 have told Gigon about Frederick who had returned



 to England by this time.  In my reading of Gigon's

 

 study, he doesn't claim outright to have examined 



Frederick. He says other examples of giants were



 provided by the Clinic in Berne, who may have



 seen the results of an examination of Frederick 








 done in England by Dr. William Robinson around








 1914-15, but not published until April 1921.


Heinemann spent almost his entire adult life touring Europe as a showman (even during the war), and would have included a giant in his company whenever possible.  I believe he had replaced Frederick after September 1914, and the new giant (whoever he was) was also advertised as “the tallest man that has ever lived” .


The background details of Frederick's family life as recorded by Gigon are almost entirely incorrect.

1.  He states that Frederick was born in 1892, while the correct date is 1889.

2.  He states that there were 8 children in the family, and Frederick was the youngest. Actually, there

     were 7 children, and Frederick was the second youngest. My grandfather George was his younger

     brother. The 2 boys entered Barnardo's care together in 1898 after the death of their father Joseph. 

     Also, there were 2 brothers, not 4, in the British army. 

3.  The account of his childhood completely omits the 5 years he spent in Canada as a ward of Dr.

     Barnardo's Homes.  His leg problems were not caused by a fall from a tree, but were a condition of

     his accelerated growth.   He returned to England only because he grew unfit for farm labour. 


I do not believe that this account of his life came from Frederick himself, but from Heinemann who travelled with Frederick in his company for only a short period from March to September 1914.  Everything about Frederick had been exaggerated; he became suddenly taller, and younger, and his detention in Germany grew from 4 weeks to 2 years, etc.  Heinemann couldn't separate the truth (if he even knew it) from the fiction he had built to enhance his giant. 


I have no reason to believe that the measurements given in Gigon's study are false, I simply don't believe that Gigon ever examined Frederick in person.  Through the war, Frederick lived quietly with his sister Ruth and her family at their Inn in Wiltshire, and occasionally attended fairs throughout  England where he continued to exhibit himself to the public, and tell them stories about what it was like to be the tallest man in the world. 

