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Advertisement promoting “The Kidnappers 
Foil,” which was being shown along with a full-
length feature in Fort Worth. From the Texas 
Archive of the Moving Image. 
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tinerant filmmakers made their living by con-
tracting with local theaters to produce commu-
nity-based short  movies. These venues would 
then market and promote the films’ premieres,    

screening them alongside major motion pictures. A 
large percentage of the material produced by itiner-
ant filmmakers did not use a narrative structure; in-
stead, the camera panned groups of schoolchildren, 
factory workers, and members of the community. 
Other offerings of this kind either created a limited 
narrative or mimicked popular Hollywood films and 
genres in order to encourage community participa-
tion and amuse audiences. Itinerant films are seen as 
part of what is now known as local film—movies with 
targeted geographical appeal featuring community 
landmarks, businesses, and most importantly, local 
men, women, and children.      

Melton Barker, born in 1903 and raised in various 
Texas cities, launched his career as a traveling film-
maker in the 1930s. Marketing himself as “producer 
and originator of the local gang comedy idea,” Barker 
claimed that he began his professional life by work-

ing with several Hollywood studios, although no evi-
dence confirms or denies this fact. Throughout his 
career, Barker also maintained that he had discov-
ered George “Spanky” McFarland of Hal Roach’s “Our 
Gang” series of short-subject comedies while working 
with the child actor in Dallas advertising campaigns 
in early 1930. Although the authenticity of  this as-
sertion has not been definitively proven, publicity 
photographs circulated by Barker show him posing 
with McFarland in front of a Hal Roach production 
truck.

Melton Barker achieved recent notoriety among 
film historians for “The Kidnappers Foil,” a short film 
that he made and remade in hundreds of U.S. cities, 
primarily in Texas and the Midwest. This signature 
itinerant series, produced from the 1930s through the 
1970s, featured thousands of children.  With the plot 
based on the enormously popular “Our Gang” for-
mula and Barker’s professed discovery of one of that 
show’s most beloved characters, many parents paid 
to have their child audition for a part in this itinerant 
film. Though casting call announcements in news-

I

Tied closely to American rags to riches ideology, the lure of Hollywood 
stardom has achieved popularity in the form of reality shows such as 
“American Idol” and “America’s Got Talent.” What fans of such television 
programs might be surprised to learn, however, is that this media phenom-
enon got its start when movies became a mass medium in the early 20th 
century. So-called itinerant filmmakers traveled from town to town, visit-
ing communities of all sizes and making a business out of the creation of 
local “stars.” The Texas Archive of the Moving Image, a centralized hub for 
media preservation and history in the state, has researched the practice 
of itinerant filmmaking extensively, highlighting in particular the prolific 
work of Melton Barker, who made hundreds of versions of the same film 
for more than 40 years.



papers never promised fame, merely fun, more than 
a few mothers and fathers likely hoped that Barker’s 
production might somehow launch a Hollywood ca-
reer for their son or daughter.   

The plot of “The Kidnappers Foil” was simple: two 
thugs (one often played by Barker) kidnapped and 
held for ransom the daughter of the town’s wealthiest 
citizen. In order to receive a hefty reward, local chil-
dren formed separate groups, with each one hatching 
a plan to free the young girl, fittingly named Betty 
[sic] Davis. In the end, all of the children banded to-
gether and saved the youngster. The last half of the 
movie then shifted to the community’s celebration of 
Betty’s return and a children’s talent show held dur-
ing the party, featuring tap dancing, singing, and 
gymnastics. Some versions also included local prod-
uct placement for nearby stores. 

Once Barker arrived on location, area children, 
drawn by the film’s pre-publicity, were ready to audi-
tion for a chance to be on the big screen. One-by-one, 
each youngster walked across the stage, recited a few 
lines, had a picture taken, and paid the fee, which 
ranged from $4 to $10 depending on the city.  Re-
hearsals lasted three to four days, and shooting for 
the production took one or two more. The final prod-
uct, a 20- to 30-minute film, premiered at the local 
theater alongside Hollywood-produced short sub-
jects and features. Barker rarely attended the debuts 
of these itinerant films; rather, he was already off to 
the next location to repeat the same process in a dif-
ferent city. 

During the last few decades, film historians have 
been grappling with the value and cultural implica-

tions of local films, including those created by itiner-
ant producers like Barker. These films were  primar-
ily shot in rural towns, and in many instances, they 
are among the few existing representations of these 
American communities in the first half of the 20th 
century. The regional accents of the children are of-
ten different from those of the present day, and the 
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Above left: “Betty Davis,” center, with her father and sister “Jane Pratt.” Photo made from the movie. Above right: Frame from  
“The Kidnapper’s Foil,” San Marcos, Texas (circa 1930s). Images courtesy of Texas Archive of the Moving Image.

Melton Barker, circa 1930s. From the collection of 
Caroline Frick, Ph.D.



|  Vo l u m e  1  2 0 1 4 12 TEXAS

itinerant films are some of the 
limited number of extant resourc-
es documenting local, historic 
vernacular. 

“The Kidnappers Foil” short 
films present an excellent example 
of American moviemaking. This 
truly hybrid form acknowledged 
both the popularity of Hollywood 
features and its related consumer 
culture along with the entrepre-
neurial opportunities and sheer 
enjoyment afforded by making 
movies. The vast majority of indi-
viduals who participated in Bark-
er’s productions remember the ex-
perience with fondness. While it 
is possible that “The Kidnappers 
Foil” was little more than a profit-
able endeavor for Barker, the films 
that have survived have great sen-
timental value to their stars. Un-
like today, few children of that 
generation were captured in home 
movies because most families could 
not afford the equipment. Likewise, 
it was often the first (and perhaps 
only) time in their lives that these 
youngsters saw themselves on the 
big screen. 

Like Barker, the vast majority of 
itinerant filmmakers left the final 
movie reel in the possession of the 
local theater.  As these venues be-

gan to decline and close in the lat-
ter part of the 20th century, many 
of the films were thrown away or 
lost. Although archives that fo-
cus on collecting and preserving 
movies on the intra-national level 
can be found in many European 
countries, the United States has 
been slower to develop these state 
or community-based resources. 
The Texas Archive of the Moving 
Image, a nonprofit organization, 
serves as a national leader by fo-
cusing on film collection, pres-
ervation, and access to itinerant 
films and other often-overlooked 
media artifacts. The organiza-
tion’s website, www.texasarchive.
org, features the work of many 
Texas itinerant filmmakers, such 
as Barker, Arthur J. Higgins, and 
Shadrack “Shad” Graham. 

Simply finding these films, how-
ever, continues to prove challeng-
ing. For example, Melton Barker 
made “The Kidnappers Foil” in 
Waco in the 1940s and again in 
the 1960s. Although the films 
were screened there in the 1980s, 
the Waco films appear to have 
been lost at that time. TAMI has 
contacted many individuals and 
organizations in that Central Tex-
as city, as well as dozens of other 

locations where Barker filmed, 
with no success. Not only is the 
loss of these short movies a detri-
ment to the community, local his-
tory, and individual actors, but 
also to the Barker and itinerant 
f ilm legacy. 
 In 2012, the Library of Con-

gress added Melton Barker and 
“The Kidnappers Foil” to the  
National Film Registry, recogniz-
ing its cultural, artistic, and his-
toric significance. In addition to 
acknowledging Barker’s lifelong 
and undoubtedly arduous career 
on the road, the film’s inclusion on 
the Registry also helps raise public 
awareness of these itinerant art-
ists and local movies. The signifi-
cance of  these “reality show” pro-
totypes should not be overlooked, 
particularly as these film artifacts 
uniquely represent an array of 
American communities and early 
production practices. H

Caroline J. Frick, Ph.D., is assis-
tant professor in the department 
of radio-television-film at The 
University of Texas at Austin 
and founder and executive di-
rector of the Texas Archive of the 
Moving Image.

This map shows known productions of “The Kidnappers Foil” by city. The map is updated by the Texas Archive of the Moving 
Image as new discoveries of the movie are made. Courtesy of TAMI. 


