
 

 

 
 
 
Wings of Mystery 
Director: Gilbert Gunn 
Production Company: Rayant Pictures 
Sponsor: Children’s Film Foundation 
Producer: Anthony Gilkison 
Screenplay: Gilbert Gunn 
Original story: H.K. Lewenhak 
Director of Photography: David Holmes 
Editor: Terence Twigg 
Art Director: Wilfred Arnold 
Music: Derek New 
Sound Recording: Francis Flynn 
Cast: 
Judy Geeson (Jane) 
Hennie Scott (Don) 
Patrick Jordan (McCarthy) 
Richard Carpenter (Ted) 
Anthony Jacobs (foreign agent) 
Walter Horsbrugh (research chief) 
Arnold Ridley (Mr Bell) 
Francesca Bertorelli (Yvette) 
Graham Aza (Antoine) 
John Gabriel (their father) 
Peter Bennett 
UK 1942 
55 mins 
 
River of Steel 
Director: Peter Sachs  
Produced by: W.M. Larkins Studio 
In co-operation with: 
The British Iron & Steel Federation 
Script: Roger MacDougall 
Art Direction: Oscar Dominguez 
Special Effects:  
Jean Image Studios (Paris) 
Backgrounds and Animation: 
Claude Lipscombe, Hugh Gladwish, Walter 
Vickers, Vera Linnecar, 
Bob Godfrey 
Music: Hans Ward 
Colour by: Technicolor 
Sound System: Western Electric 
UK 1951  
9 mins 
 
 
 
 
Steel is the final strand of This Working Life, a 
three-part project from BFI National Archive, which 
launched with King Coal and was followed by Tales 
from the Shipyard. 
 
 
The BFI 2-DVD collection Steel: A Century of 
Steelmaking on Film, along with other This 
Working Life collections, is available now. 
 
 
This Working Life: Steel is supported by: 
The Eric Anker-Petersen Charity 
British Council 
Community Union 
 

 Don and Jane help Mr Bell look after his racing pigeons. They live near 
the steel works where their elder brother Ted is a research worker on 
a new secret alloy. A small piece of it is stolen from the factory to be 
sold to a foreign agent. Suspicion falls on Ted, but Don and Jane work 
out how the alloy was stolen… 

International pigeon racing and the theft of a valuable secret alloy 
form the background to the exciting film Wings of Mystery which is set 
in the fictitious steel town of Stalford. 

Most of the film was photographed in Sheffield where pigeon racing is 
very popular; the [Children’s Film] Foundation acknowledges with 
grateful thanks the co-operation of the English Steel Corporation for 
providing facilities for shooting in their works. The employees showed 
much interest in the details of the story, and many asked searching 
questions on the details of the plot and the manner in which it was 
being filmed. The thrilling chase at the end of the film was 
photographed in the main Machine Shop. 

The film unit was given advice and instruction on all aspects of 
producing high grade steels and also practical demonstrations of 
analysis on high grade steel in the laboratory. 

The airfields at both fictitious towns in the story were filmed at the 
Elstree Flying Club, using a Beagle Terrier. The Comet sequences were 
shot at the London Airport by arrangement with the Ministry of Civil 
Aviation. 

Exteriors on the moors of Sheffield were shot silent and skilfully 
reproduced by art director Wilfred Arnold in the Studios at Bushey for 
the dialogue scenes. Interiors of houses in the Sheffield area were also 
reproduced in the studios. 

The Belgian scenes were shot at Pouchen End, near Hemel 
Hempstead, on the Grand Union Canal. Wilfred Arnold transformed 
the exterior of the Three Horseshoes Inn there, to resemble the café 
where much of the exterior action takes place. The empty house used 
for the chase is at Kings Langley, Herts. 

The four child artistes, Francesca Bertorelli, Graham Aza, Hennie 
Scott and Judy Geeson came from the Corona Stage School. 

Paddy [Patrick] Jordan who plays McCarthy the villain, appeared in 
the film The Longest Day and the play The Amorous Prawn. Arnold 
Ridley, who plays Mr Bell, has appeared in several feature films, but is 
best known as the author of The Ghost Train. Richard Carpenter, who 
plays Ted, the children’s brother, has appeared in plays, film and 
television series. 

Gilbert Gunn wrote the screenplay and directed the film, which was 
made by Rayant Pictures for the Foundation. His feature films include 
writer, director and producer of The Elstree Story, director of Valley of 
Song, Good Beginning, My Wife’s Family, Operation Bullshine and What a 
Whopper. 
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Showroom is one of the largest independent 
cinemas in Europe and the place to be for 
anyone with a passion for film. Located in the 
heart of Sheffield’s cultural quarter, a stone’s 
throw away from the city’s main station and 
shopping centre, we are open 364 days a year 
showing the latest film releases, classic 
cinema, family films and the best cinema from 
around the world. Festivals, Special Screenings 
& Events add to the rich cultural mix of the 
city and our Education activities engage 
learners of all ages. Showroom is also one of 
Sheffield’s most vibrant meeting places with a 
café/bar serving fresh food and refreshments 
daily as well as a free Wi-Fi service. We 
welcome you to join us. 

River of Steel 

The driving force behind Larkins Studio in the post-war period was 
the German-born Peter Sachs. Sachs staffed the studio with a group of 
artists who had talent and potential but little animation experience 
for the express purpose of pushing boundaries. Added to the creative 
mix on River of Steel was the Spanish surrealist painter Oscar 
Dominguez, seemingly on a whim as the collaboration was a one-off. 

The resulting film has two distinct halves. The first part mixes 
instruction and abstraction in equal parts to represent the production 
of steel from iron ore. The design features heavy notes of cubism, 
toying creatively with perspective to send lines and colours pinging off 
in all directions – no frame would look out of place on a gallery wall. 
Hans Ward’s music dramatically adds to the mix and there is a sense 
that the film is a piece of visual music, an ‘animated ballet’ like Halas 
& Batchelor’s Magic Canvas (1948), but in an industrial context.  

The second-half of the film is less successful, but also less ambitious. 
The gimmick of ‘imagining a world without steel’ has probably been 
over-parodied to make it successful for audiences today; in fact the 
whole film is probably too modernist for post-modern tastes. But the 
stylised character design and animation is clever and in keeping with 
the visual tone of the film. All in all the film represents the Larkins 
Studio and Peter Sachs at the peak of their powers; a summit that 
both unfortunately failed to reach again due to changing times and 
circumstances. 

Jez Stewart, BFI DVD booklet This Working Life: Steel 

 
 

 

 

 
 

Programme notes and credits compiled by the BFI Documentation Unit 
Notes may be edited or abridged. Questions/comments? Email prognotes@bfi.org.uk 
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Join the BFI to take priority! 
Many of our films and special events sell out 
during the member priority booking period. Join 
today for just £35 (£20 concessions). 

 Priority booking for all films, previews and 
festivals including The Times BFI London Film 
Festival  

 2 free tickets for the same screening and £1 
off tickets for you and up to 3 guests at the 
BFI Southbank or the BFI IMAX (excluding 
The Times BFI London Film Festival) 

 A monthly booklet delivered direct to your 
door 

 20% off BFI books, DVDs and an annual BFI 
Library Pass 

 35% off an annual Sight & Sound magazine 
subscription (save £16)  

 Exclusive website offering a free short film 
download each month 

BFI Membership helps to save film for future 
generations to enjoy - pick up a leaflet in the foyer, 
visit the Box Office, telephone 020 7815 1374 or 
visit www.bfi.org.uk/membership 
 

BFI SOUTHBANK 
There’s more to discover about film and television 
through the BFI. Our world-renowned archive, 
cinemas, festivals, films, publications and learning 
resources are here to inspire you. 
At BFI Southbank, you can book or pick up 
your tickets at a new box office and 
information centre. 
Browse for books and DVDs in the Filmstore.  
Choose from our vast collection of film and 
TV to view for free in the Mediatheque, a 
brilliant new space designed by award-
winning architects Adjaye/Associates. 
Check out artists’ film and video work in the 
Gallery. 
Meet friends, relax, have a drink or 
something to eat in our new benugo bar/café. 
See films or take part in wide-ranging 
debates, discussions and events in The Studio 
or one of our three refurbished cinemas. 


