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Can you BELIEVE
your eyes?
READING 7 Understand, make
inferences, and draw conclusions
about the varied structural
patterns and features of literary
nonfiction. 10A Summarize the
main ideas and supporting details
in text. RC-6(E) Summarize texts
in ways that maintain meaning
and logical order within a text.

If you’ve ever watched a movie full of incredible stunts and
outrageous special effects, then you know you can’t always believe
what you see. Still, sometimes it’s fun to play along with an illusion,
even when we know the truth. In the following biography, you will
read about Harry Houdini, an entertainer who thrilled audiences with
his daring tricks—some of which weren’t illusions at all.
DISCUSS Sometimes it’s simple to figure out how a trick is done.
When an illusion is really impressive, however, it can be hard to
convince yourself that it isn’t real. With a small group, talk about
some illusions you’ve seen that you just can’t explain.
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elements of nonfiction: main idea and details

Much of what we know about famous or historical figures
comes from their biographies, or the stories of their lives
written by another person. Biographers cover the main events
of a person’s life and often reveal their own ideas about what
kind of person the subject was. Writers back up their main
ideas with supporting details such as the following:

• anecdotes, or brief stories from the person’s life that reveal
something about his or her character
• examples of the person’s thoughts, feelings, or behavior
• statements made by or about the person

• descriptions of life-changing experiences and events
As you read Spellbinder, look for Tom Lalicki’s main ideas about
Houdini and the details he includes to back up his views.

reading skill: trace chronological order

Many biographies present the events of a person’s life in
chronological order, or the order in which they happened.
For clues to the order of events, look for words and phrases
that identify specific times, such as before, first, two years
earlier, or meanwhile.
As you read Spellbinder, track the major events in Houdini’s
early career on a timeline like the one shown.
1894

Date or Time Period

performs in
Dime Museums

Event

vocabulary in context

Tom Lalicki uses the following words to help tell the story of
a master of illusion. To see how many you already know, place
each word in the appropriate column.

word
list
Know Well

certify

commence

Think I Know

devise

obstacle

Don’t Know at All

Meet the Author
Tom Lalicki
born 1949

Writing History and Mystery
Tom Lalicki (pictured below) started
out as a ﬁlmmaker, but a love of
history eventually led him to become
a writer. Lalicki’s work includes
biographies of scientists Dian Fossey,
who dedicated her life to studying
gorillas, and Alexander Graham Bell,
inventor of the telephone. He has
also written a mystery novel featuring
Harry Houdini.

background to the
biography

Escape Artist
Harry Houdini (1874–1926), whose real
name was Erich Weisz, was born in
Hungary. His family immigrated to the
United States when he was a child. As
a young man, Weisz changed his name
to Houdini and began performing as
an escape artist. Houdini mostly used
his strength and skill to open locks,
though on occasion he hid tools on
his body or in his clothes. Houdini
often boasted about his strength, but
this boast may have contributed to
his death. After a tiring performance,
Houdini allowed a young man to
punch him in the stomach to challenge
his strength. Unfortunately, Houdini
did not know he was suffering from an
infected appendix, which the punches
may have made worse. He died of the
infection shortly afterward.

Author
Online
Go to thinkcentral.com.

KEYWORD: HML6-851

Complete the activities in your Reader/Writer Notebook.
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HOUDINI
To m L a l i c k i

audeville, the variety stage show, was the premier family
entertainment at the end of the 19th century. Singers, comedians,
dancers, impersonators,1 comedy singers, comedy dancers, and magicians
filled out affordable three-hour shows for growing audiences. . . .
Promoters built lavish theaters, decorated with huge chandeliers, pillars,
and murals that gave audiences comfortable places to relax and see firstrate shows. There were several tiers2 of vaudeville theaters. The best acts
played the Keith-Albee Circuit of theaters on the East Coast and the
Orpheum Circuit on the West. But in 1894, the husband-and-wife team
of Bess and Harry Houdini were far from prime-time players.
Ranked below vaudeville were the Dime Museums, an outgrowth of
P. T. Barnum’s Museums.3 There magicians, jugglers, and puppeteers were
jumbled together with curiosity, or “curio,” acts like sword swallowers,
fire eaters, midgets, giants, and fat ladies. Performers did from twelve to
twenty shows a day for very low wages. Even recent immigrants could
understand and afford these shows. a

V

10

What information does
this poster provide
about Houdini?

a

MAIN IDEA AND
DETAILS
Reread lines 1–16. What
do these details about
vaudeville and the Dime
Museums help you
understand about Bess
and Harry Houdini?

1. impersonators: performers who mimic the voices or appearances of other people, usually famous
people.
2. tiers: ranks or levels.
3. P. T. Barnum’s Museums: The stage promoter P. T. Barnum (1810–1891) ran a series of traveling
museums that featured performers and “oddities”—including the fake mummified body of a mermaid.
Barnum’s exhibitions eventually became the Barnum and Bailey Circus.
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The bottom rung of urban entertainment was the beer hall, where
noisy and not very interested patrons enjoyed corny one-act plays and
sentimental songs. Small-town folk needed entertainment, too, and that
was offered by circuses and medicine shows.4
Between 1894 and 1899, the Houdinis learned the craft of showmanship
by performing in all these arenas, struggling to make ends meet the whole
time. To get bookings, they did a song-and-dance act and appeared in very
bad plays. Houdini performed as “Projea, the Wild Man” in an animal
cage and did a mind-reading act and onstage séances.5. . .
less determined, less confident man would have given up entirely
and taken a job. The closest Houdini came to that was opening
a correspondence school6 for magicians in his mother’s apartment. He
offered all his secrets for sale. Luckily, nobody thought the tricks worth
buying.
The problem with Houdini’s act was that he hadn’t yet discovered the
real Houdini. He performed as “The King of Cards,” “The King of Billiard
Balls,” even as “The Paper Tearing King,” without much success. Audiences
loved the Metamorphosis escape7 but did not love Houdini’s magic tricks.
He worked constantly to develop new ones. He watched and studied
hundreds of other performers to learn showmanship. He improved his
grammar and stage speech. Most importantly, he invented brilliant ways to
promote the act. But none of his efforts opened the door to stardom. b
In 1895, Houdini let audience members handcuff him (with their own
handcuffs) as part of Metamorphosis. He escaped. Then he let the police
of Gloucester, Massachusetts, lock him in their handcuffs. And he
escaped. In Woonsocket, Rhode Island, police and newspaper reporters
shackled Houdini with six sets of handcuffs and locked him in a room.
He escaped in eighteen seconds. c
It was terrific advertising in those relatively small towns, but it went no
farther. In the days before national news magazines, radio, and television,
Houdini’s escape from police handcuffs in Woonsocket was purely local
news. . . .
Another trademark trick that Houdini developed during this time was
the straitjacket escape—a stunning feat of strength and agility nobody
else could match. . . .

Language Coach
Connotation The
feeling attached
to a word is called
its connotation.
Authors consider the
connotations of words
they use to create a
precise picture in the
reader’s mind. Reread
the sentence in lines
17–19. Which words in
this sentence have a
negative connotation?
How do they affect the
way you perceive what
is being described?

A

30

40

50

b

MAIN IDEA AND
DETAILS
Reread lines 31–38.
What main idea do the
details in these lines
support?

c

CHRONOLOGICAL
ORDER
Reread lines 39–44.
What two clues does the
author use to indicate
the order of Houdini’s
early handcuff escapes?

4. medicine shows: traveling groups common in the 1800s that provided entertainment and sold “miracle
cures” (usually phony) for a variety of illnesses and pains.
5. séances (sAPän-sEzQ): meetings at which people attempt to receive messages from ghosts or spirits.
6. correspondence school: a school that sends lessons and exams to students by mail.
7. Metamorphosis escape: In this trick, Bess would lock Harry, handcuffed, inside a trunk. On the count of
three, Houdini would free himself and Bess would be locked inside the trunk.
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During a Canadian
tour, Houdini visited a
mental hospital and
[witnessed the use of
straitjackets]. Determined
to escape from a
straitjacket himself,
Houdini borrowed one
and had Bess wrap him
in it. She restrained him
in the jacket seven times
before he devised a
technique for escaping.
It left him swollen,
bruised, and bloody.
Onstage, the cabinet
curtain was drawn closed
as the straitjacketed Houdini twisted, turned, and rolled on the floor
until, free, he opened the curtain holding the empty canvas coat. This
stunt didn’t catch on right away, either. Audiences thought it was a cheat.
Nobody could escape from a real straitjacket, so they assumed Houdini’s
was rigged. The trick was a flop.
Houdini didn’t give up on either the handcuff or the straitjacket escape.
Houdini never gave up on a good idea. If audiences didn’t like an escape
he liked, he tried to improve the presentation. He had the patience and
determination to keep going back over a problem until it was solved.
hile playing a Minneapolis hall in the spring of 1899, lightning
struck Houdini’s floundering8 career. Martin Beck, who ran the
entire Orpheum vaudeville circuit, liked Metamorphosis and the handcuff
escape. He told Houdini to drop the card, billiard ball, and paper-tearing
tricks from the act. Beck wanted Houdini to do a twenty-minute turn
in the top vaudeville theaters for sixty dollars a week—more than he had
ever earned before. Houdini wrote that the offer “changed my whole Life’s
journey.” d
Like a jewel under a bright light, Houdini responded to attention by
revealing brilliant new facets.9 Now he played only two shows a day, not
twelve. He stayed in cities for a week or more, not one night. This gave
him the time and the platform to experiment with his act and impress his
audience. e

This photograph shows
Houdini completing
a straitjacket escape.
Why might Houdini
have chosen to perform
this trick upside down?

devise (dG-vFzP) v. to plan
or design

W

80

90

d

CHRONOLOGICAL
ORDER
When and how did
Houdini meet Martin
Beck? Add this
information to your
timeline.

e

MAIN IDEA AND
DETAILS
In what ways was
meeting Martin Beck a
life-changing experience
for Houdini?

8. floundering: struggling or stumbling.
9. facets: a flat, polished surface on a jewel. The word facets also refers to different sides of a personality.
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He constantly improved Metamorphosis. He sometimes borrowed a suit
jacket from the audience, which he would put on before going into the
trunk. After the switch, Bess would emerge wearing the borrowed jacket.
Sometimes he took people into the trunk who escaped with him.
Responding to an accusation that he used keys to open handcuffs,
Houdini went to a San Francisco police station on July 13, 1899. [His
clothes were removed] and examined by a police surgeon who certified
that he was hiding nothing. His mouth was taped shut, his wrists and
ankles were shackled in ten sets of police handcuffs. For good measure,
the ankle cuffs were attached to the handcuffs with an eleventh pair
before he was locked into an interrogation room.10 Five minutes later
Houdini walked out, still “n——” (the way most polite newspapers
spelled the word naked then), carrying all the cuffs in his hands. f
In April 1900, again [unclothed], he took just three minutes to escape
from a doubly locked jail cell in Kansas City. He repeated these escapes
wherever the police allowed. Each police force added new obstacles,
almost desperate not to be embarrassed by this upstart magician. But they
always were. And as Houdini knew, the stories written about him by bigcity newspapers were the most valuable and cheapest advertising available.
The public commotion he caused generated massive interest in his stage
act and sold tickets. His $60 salary rapidly increased to $250 a week—
half the total yearly income of an average American worker.
oudini also introduced another new trick that, like Metamorphosis,
would continue to thrill audiences for his entire career. To perform
the East Indian Needles, Houdini called an audience committee onstage
to look into his nose and throat. Nothing hidden there. He swallowed a
handful of sewing needles, loudly chewing on them and washing them
down with water. Next, he swallowed a ball of sewing thread. Then he
put his hand into his mouth and slowly drew out the thread with the
needles threaded onto it.
Although profoundly successful, Houdini needed more. The Houdini
legend was started and continuously reinforced by a tireless engine
churning out mountains of promotion. The engine was Houdini’s
mind. A 1900 flyer he sent to theater managers announced: Where
the possibility ceases, the impossibility COMMENCES ! . . . Harry
Houdini, “king of handcuffs,” defies duplication, explanation,
imitation or contradiction. 

H
120

certify (sûrPtE-fFQ) v.
to confirm as true or
genuine
f

MAIN IDEA AND
DETAILS
Reread lines 95–103.
Explain what this
anecdote reveals about
Houdini’s character.

obstacle (JbPstE-kEl) n.
something that stands
in the way or prevents
progress

GRAMMAR IN
CONTEXT
Proper nouns, such as
names, titles, countries,
nationalities, and
languages are always
capitalized. Reread
lines 113–120. Notice
that the writer correctly
capitalizes the name of
Houdini’s trick and the
specific type of needles
he used.

commence (kE-mDnsP) v.
to begin

10. interrogation room: a secure room in which police officers question suspects.
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After Reading

Comprehension
1. Recall What names did Harry Houdini perform under before becoming
famous as “The King of Handcuffs”?
2. Recall What advice did Martin Beck give Houdini?
3. Summarize How did Houdini try to prove that he wasn’t cheating during
his performances?

Critical Analysis

READING 7 Understand, make
inferences, and draw conclusions
about the varied structural
patterns and features of literary
nonfiction. 10A Summarize the
main ideas and supporting details
in text. RC-6(E) Summarize texts
in ways that maintain meaning
and logical order within a text.

4. Make Inferences Reread lines 121–127. What does Houdini’s method of
advertising his performances tell you about him?
5. Identify Supporting Details One
of the author’s main ideas in this
selection is that “Houdini never
gave up on a good idea” (line
75). Skim the selection to find
supporting details that back up
this statement. Record the details
in a diagram like the one shown.

Main Idea:
“Houdini never gave up on a good idea.”
Detail:

Detail:

Detail:

He kept working
on his escapes until
people liked them.

6. Clarify Main Idea What do you think is the main idea of the entire
selection? List details from the selection to support your answer. Then
write a brief summary of the main idea and supporting details you have
chosen. You may want to organize your main idea and details in a diagram
like the one shown.
7. Evaluate Chronological Order Look back at the timeline you made as
you read. In what way does the use of chronological order help you
understand the path Houdini took in order to become famous?

Extension and Challenge
8. Readers’ Circle What was the key to Harry Houdini’s success? With a
small group, discuss which was most useful to Houdini during his early
career—his personality, his skills, or the help of people around him. Use
examples from the selection to support your opinion.
Houdini prepares to escape
from a locked milk can.

Can you BELIEVE your eyes?
What do you think made Houdini’s tricks believable? Explain.

spellbinder: the life of harry houdini
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Vocabulary in Context
vocabulary practice
Show that you understand the vocabulary words by deciding whether each
statement is true or false.

certify

commence

1. When you commence a project, you are almost done.
2. When teachers devise homework assignments, they are grading them.
3. If someone can certify a claim, you ought to believe it.
4. Something that helps you achieve your goals is an obstacle.

devise

obstacle

academic vocabulary in speaking
• achieve

• appreciate

• characteristics

• conclude

• obvious

Discuss the biography you just read with a partner. Was it obvious that
Houdini would achieve great things? Which of Houdini’s characteristics
allowed him to become a success? Use at least two Academic Vocabulary
words from the list above in your response.

vocabulary strategy: foreign words in english
As an English speaker, you might be surprised to learn that many of the
words we regularly use actually come from other languages. For example,
the word vaudeville comes from a French word meaning “humorous songs.”
Understanding how languages share words can add to your knowledge of
word meanings.

READING 2D Explain the meaning
of foreign words and phrases
commonly used in written English.

PRACTICE Use a dictionary to find the original language and meaning
of each of the boldfaced words. Try using these words in your own speech
and writing.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

858

We always have macaroni for dinner on Wednesday nights.
If you want to perform in the ballet, you will have to practice.
He prefers to eat tofu rather than chicken or beef.
I went to the opera with my grandparents last year.
She enjoys having breakfast out on the patio.

Interactive
Vocabulary
Go to thinkcentral.com.
KEYWORD: HML6-858
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Conventions in Writing
grammar in context: Capitalize Correctly
Proper nouns, as well as any adjectives made from those nouns, are always
capitalized. Some specific types of proper nouns to watch for are
• names and titles of people (Dr. Jackson, Mr. Lewis Smith)

ORAL AND WRITTEN
CONVENTIONS 20A
Use appropriate capitalization
conventions.

• countries (France, Germany)
• nationalities and ethnicities (Korean, my Italian-American uncle)
• languages (Spanish, Russian)
• religions (Christianity, Islam)
Example: Harry Houdini, who was J ewish, was born in Hungary.
PRACTICE Rewrite the following sentences, capitalizing all proper nouns.
1.
2.
3.
4.

Often, mrs. houdini was part of harry’s act.
Houdini learned to use a straitjacket while on a canadian tour.
He worked hard to improve his english.
Houdini earned more than the average american worker.

For more help with capitalization, see page R51 in the Grammar Handbook.

reading-writing connection

YOUR

Increase your appreciation of Spellbinder by responding to these
prompts. Then use the revising tips to improve your writing.

TURN

writing prompts

revising tips

Short Response: Write a Promotional Flyer
As you read in lines 121–127, Harry
Houdini often used flyers to promote his
performances. Choose one of the illusions
described in the selection and write a oneparagraph flyer persuading people to attend.

Review your flyer.
Have you used correct
capitalization? If not,
revise your writing.

Extended Response: Evaluate Ideas
On his deathbed, Houdini told his doctor, “I
am nothing but a fake, while you do great
things for your fellow man.” Do you agree or
disagree with Houdini’s opinion of himself?
Respond in two or three paragraphs.

Review your response.
Have you capitalized
proper nouns correctly?
If not, revise your
writing.

Interactive
Revision
Go to thinkcentral.com.
KEYWORD: HML6-859
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