
 
Episode 204 - Story 2: Harry Warner Lighter 

 

Elyse: This story could reveal an unusual connection between a famous Hollywood movie producer and 

the propaganda machine of the Third Reich. Itʼs 1939. Nazi aggression is tearing the world apart. In 

Germany, anti-Semitic films are being produced on the sound stages of UFA, the once great film studio 

that's now controlled by Hitler. Some sixty years later, a man in California has an antique lighter engraved 

with the UFA company logo. What he doesn't understand is why the other side of the lighter bears the 

name Harry Warner, legendary Hollywood film mogul and immigrant Jew. What could possibly be the 

connection? The lighter is the proud possession of Robert Galant of Riverside, California. He found it at a 

flea market and was immediately intrigued. 

 

Robert Galant: I noticed that it had "Germany" on it, so I know it's a German lighter. Then I saw the name 

on there, "UFA;" it's pronounced "oofa." I knew this was during the time when Hitler was taking over UFA, 

using it for his propaganda machine for the military. On the other side of the lighter it had a name actually 

engraved on it, and I said, "oh, Harry Warner, maybe of Warner brothers." I started thinking, hey; wait a 

minute, what is this? Whatʼs the connection here? 

 

Elyse: Iʼm Elyse Luray. Iʼve come to Los Angeles, California, the moviemaking capital of the world, to 

investigate a true Hollywood mystery. Ah, this must be the lighter. 

 

Robert Galant: That's it. 

 

Elyse: Wow, it's in such good condition. 

 

Robert: Yup. On this side, as you see, there's "Harry Warner," and over here is "UFA," and "UFAtone." 

 

Elyse: It's beautiful. Solid brass, sleek modern design and the engravings are really intriguing. So how 

can I help you? 

 

Robert: Well, my question is: is what is UFAtone and how does Harry Warner relate to UFA? 

 

Elyse: And do you know anything else? What do I have to go on? 

 



 
Robert: Absolutely nothing. Itʼs a real puzzle to me. 

 

Elyse: All right. Iʼll see what I can do. 

 

Robert: Thank you. 

 

Elyse: I want to find out more about UFA. I discover that in the 1920s and the early 1930s, they made 

groundbreaking movies like "Metropolis" and "The Blue Angel." They discovered stars like Marlene 

Dietrich and made Berlin the Hollywood of Europe and the archrival of the American film industry. But in 

1933, the Nazis took control and everything changed. Jewish creative talent was fired and the studio 

began producing propaganda under the strict guidelines of national socialist film policy. Yet Harry Warner, 

one of the most powerful men in Hollywood, was an observant Jew. So what's going on here? What are 

their names doing on the same lighter? Iʼve bought and sold antique lighters at auction for years, but this 

mystery might be as difficult to maneuver as rush hour traffic in L.A. I need to take a closer look. 

 

Well, it looks like it's in great condition. Itʼs got all its original parts, except for this one piece over here. Itʼs 

got natural wear to it and the mechanism is fully automatic. Just push this button and it's lit, a lot like 

today's lighters. Judging from all these elements, I would say it's an authentic German lighter, probably 

from the late 1930s, early '40s. Now that I have an idea of the date, Iʼd like to find out more about Harry 

Warner, the studio chief. Warner Brothers has long since been sold. Itʼs no longer a family affair. But if 

Harry Warner was doing business with UFA, it should be recorded here at the Warner Brothers archives 

at the University of Southern California. Curator Randi Hokett is an expert on Warner Brothers from the 

earliest days.  

 

Randi Hokett: Harry was born in Poland in 1879. The whole family came over around 1881. 

 

Elyse: And why did they come to America? 

 

Randi: I think to escape pogroms against Jews in Poland. They couldn't be educated and there was just a 

lot of discrimination, so I think they came here to find the American dream.  

 

Elyse: So that probably left an impression on Harry? 

 



 
Randi: I think so, yeah. 

 

Elyse: I show Randi the lighter and ask her if she knows about any involvement between Harry Warner 

and UFA in the late 1930s or early 1940s. 

 

Randi: I think it would be unlikely that he was involved with them while they were making pro-Nazi 

propaganda. 

 

Elyse: She can't tell me for sure because a devastating fire destroyed most of the studio's records in 

1952. But what she does know is that Harry Warner was an outspoken antifascist. 

 

Randi: Well, he was kind of always aware of anti-Semitism probably because of his history in Poland. And 

he was monitoring, essentially, anti-Semitism and the growth of it, both here and in Germany. 

 

Elyse: The archives have a collection of artifacts documenting Harryʼs activism.  

 

Randi: Jack and Harry both were friendly with President Roosevelt. He and his brother sent several 

communications to the president, offering their help, indicating that it was not fascism; the growth of 

Nazism in Germany was not a problem to be ignored by America, which is essentially what they're doing 

here. 

 

Elyse: "Dear Mr. President: we cannot stand by and watch others die for the civilization which is ours as 

much as theirs." So he was really affected by this. 

 

Randi: He was. 

 

Elyse: So here he's asking the government to allow him to make the movies. Did he? 

 

Randi: He did, he did. The most significant, I guess, is, "Confessions of a Nazi Spy" in 1939. Also, it was 

the first studio film to name the Nazis. 

 

Elyse: Wow. 

 



 
Randi: …As the enemy. "Nazi Spies in America?” Thatʼs got nothing to do with me. Theyʼre addressing 

the isolationist sentiment in the country at the time. People didn't think that Nazis had really any effect on 

what was going on here in America. They didn't think it was a threat. 

 

Elyse: This makes the lighter even more mysterious. Thereʼs no way a virulent antifascist would have 

anything to do with Nazi UFA. Could I have gotten the lighter's date wrong? I thought it was the late 

1930s, early 1940s, but now I need an expert's opinion. One collector, with over 5,000 lighters to his 

name, is Guy Nishida. I was hoping that you could help me authenticate this lighter. Do you think it's from 

the '30s or the '40s? 

 

Guy Nishida: It's a Kaschie lighter. 

 

Elyse: Kaschie is? 

 

Guy: Kaschie was a company founded by Karl Schieder in 1919 and he started making lighters in the late 

teens. I was just working on this one recently. 

 

Elyse: Wow, they're so similar. 

 

Guy: Yeah, that's a Kaschie in sterling silver. 

 

Elyse: Wow, look at that. Theyʼre almost identical. Well, you know, I was wondering, you know, Iʼm 

familiar with people engraving their initials on lighters. But I found this interesting because there was this 

studio engraved on this lighter. Was that unusual at the time? 

 

Guy: No, no, not at all. Many companies used them for advertising purposes, presentation gifts, employee 

rewards. In fact, I have a book that includes some Kaschies, I believe. 

 

Elyse: Oh, cool. 

 

Guy: I think we might be able to find some with advertising on it.  

 



 
Elyse: In a book published by a fellow lighter collector in Germany, Guy shows me early lines of lighters 

produced by Kaschie in the 1930s. 

 

Wow, look at all those lighters. Kaschie was making lighters with all sorts of corporate logos. 

 

Guy: There you go. 

 

Elyse: Wow, there it is. Including UFA. So we know UFA definitely contracted Kaschie to produce lighters 

with their logo in the 1930s. And Guy had something else to show me. Wow. In German, "lighter of the 

film world." "Kaschie." Kaschie were really pushing their lighters as gifts in the film industry. Business gifts 

were always the latest models, so if this lighter was a gift, it was probably given the same year it was 

manufactured. Guy tells me the best way to trace that date is through the patent. He puts me in touch with 

the book's author to help me track it down. Okay. So it says here that the patent was applied for in April, 

1931. So I was wrong. The lighter was made two years before Hitler even came to power, which makes a 

connection between these two much more likely. But what was it? Maybe I can track down someone who 

actually knew Harry Warner. And I hit the jackpot. The Warner Brothers archives put me in touch with 

Betty Warner Scheinbaum, Harryʼs daughter. What kind of man would you say your dad was? 

 

Betty Warner Scheinbaum: He was what's known as a straight arrow. In the business he was unusual 

because he could be trusted. 

 

Elyse: Here's a lighter, Betty. We thought it was a very interesting lighter because it has his name on it 

and it also has a German studio's name on it. 

 

Betty: That's amazing that you found it. 

 

Elyse: I was wondering, does it look familiar to you? Do you think it was your dad's? 

 

Betty: No, he did have a lighter and that's very interesting. It may have been one of his collection. You 

know, most men usually have more than one lighter, and that's not the one I remember. 

 

Elyse: Do you think that this was something that he had engraved himself? 

 



 
Betty: No, because he was known as H.M. Warner and everything that he had was marked with those 

initials. 

 

Elyse: So you're saying someone probably gave it to him as a gift? 

 

Betty: Probably from another company that was distributing it to people they wanted to impress. 

 

Elyse: But could Betty recall anything that could connect Harry to UFA? 

 

Betty: His travels took him all over the world, and Germany was one that he frequently visited, and also 

he had relatives there. 

 

Elyse: So he did go to Germany in the early 1930s? Did you ever go with him? 

 

Betty: I went with him once. I was 12 years old, 1932, and we went to Berlin to see my relatives.  

 

Elyse: So Harry Warner did travel to Germany. This is a huge step forward in my investigation. But it begs 

the question, what was he doing there? Dr. Jan-Christopher Horak is a curator of the Hollywood 

Entertainment Museum. Iʼm hoping he can tell me why Harry Warner might have gone to Germany in the 

early 1930s. 

 

Jan-Christopher Horak: Germany is very important because it is the largest market outside of the United 

States. And the German film industry is the largest competitor to the American film industry, to Warner 

Brothers, MGM and all of those companies. 

 

Elyse: Chris tells me the early '30s were also a time of great change in the way films were made and 

seen. Sound had come to the movies and Chris reveals a key piece of evidence. Harry Warner was 

leading the way.  

 

Jan-Christopher: Warner Brothers is a minor player until the mid-1920s. Once sound comes in, of course, 

they become a major player very quickly through the introduction of sound and "The Jazz Singer" and the 

Vitaphone shorts.  

 



 
Elyse: In 1927, Warner Brothers released the first feature length sound film, "The Jazz Singer." It used the 

Vitaphone system, where sound was recorded onto a series of disks. As Chris shows me, the only 

problem was projectionists needed to change disks every ten minutes. Still, Vitaphone was the only game 

in town. And it made Warner Brothers very rich, but the other studios weren't far behind. 

 

Jan-Christopher: Fox and Western Electric had developed their own sound-on-film system and they were 

trying to push that.  

 

Elyse: This new system recorded a sound track right on the film, which meant less work for the 

projectionist, perfect synchronization and cheaper cost all around.  

 

Jan-Christopher: And that was obviously a more efficient system than the sound-on-disk. So Warners, 

having introduced sound film, very quickly is falling behind in terms of the technology.  

 

Elyse: And Chris thinks he knows why Harry was going to Berlin. 

 

Jan-Christopher: UFA was, in fact, the first company to own a sound-on-film system. The Tri-Ergon 

system, invented by three Swiss engineers, had been developed in 1923 already. Warner Brothers, and 

Harry Warner, is thinking if he can get this German sound system to put on Warner brothers' films, he will 

not have to buy the patents that are controlled by Fox and his competitors in the United States for their 

sound-on-film system. 

 

Elyse: So in your opinion, Harry Warner was going to Berlin to try to make a deal with UFA? 

 

Jan-Christopher: It's a very good theory. 

 

Elyse: Does that mean UFAtone was actually an American venture? Douglas Gomery is a film historian 

who has written extensively on early sound systems in America. I sent him a photo of our lighter and he 

thinks he has discovered something exciting. It says "UFAtone." does that mean anything to you? Have 

you ever seen that before? 

 

Douglas Gomery: Well, until I did a little research, no, Iʼd never seen that before. It's an extremely rare 

item. I did some research and investigation and I found in a later edition of 1930 that UFAtone. 



 
 

Elyse: Ah, there it is. Finally, the reference to UFAtone Iʼve been looking for. But what is UFAtone? 

 

Douglas: UFA tried to brand their sound system and so that they had deals with German companies that 

would make the sound equipment and they were trying to come up with an association in the public's 

mind, like Vitaphone was associated with Warner Brothers. 

 

Elyse: Now, did they continue with this UFAtone throughout all their advertising past 1930? 

 

Douglas: No, this was only a one-year experiment. 

 

Elyse: So it says here, let's say like, it lists some of the films, "Immortal Vagabond," "Drama with a Happy 

Ending,” 100% Dialogue, music. "The Last Company”, drama, 100% dialogue. In this research, Douglas 

stumbled across another piece of evidence that brought everything together. 

 

Douglas: This is just an ad from the "New York Times" about what was playing at the Warner Theater, 

which would be a Warner Brothers-owned theater.  

 

Elyse: "Immortal Vagabond" is listed in the advertisement, and now we see here that it's playing in a 

Warner Brothers theater.  

 

Douglas: In New York City. 

 

Elyse: In New York City. So that means that UFA Studios and Warner Brothers studios had a deal. So the 

lighter worked. 

 

Douglas: And it did. It sparked a deal and symbolized the change in the company, of sound. 

 

Elyse: What began as a whimsical purchase at a flea market has turned out to be a rare piece of 

Hollywood history. I wonder how Robert will react. 

 

Elyse: And what we found out is that company was UFAtone. 

 



 
Robert: Oh, my. Amazing. That was UFAtone then? Oh, my god. 

 

Elyse: Now, the really interesting thing is, we could only find one reference to UFAtone in 1930. 

 

Robert: Wow. 

 

Elyse: So it may have been in existence for longer, but we could only find evidence that it was in 

existence for one year. 

 

Robert: Oh, my gosh. 

 

Elyse: Which means that this lighter is very rare. The fact that it has "Harry Warner" on one side and 

"UFAtone" on the other side makes it really, really rare. I mean, it's like finding a needle in a haystack. 

 

Robert: Wow. 

 

Elyse: But I also discovered that Harry Warner severed all ties with UFA in 1934. In fact, he pulled out of 

the entire German film industry. He was the first head of an American studio to do so. 

 

Robert: Wow. 

 

Elyse: You know, so you could say that this lighter represents or symbolizes Harry Warner's principles. 

He was willing to lose a lucrative business deal in order not to do business with a country that he felt was 

becoming fascist and anti-semitic. 

 

Robert: Great story.  

 

Elyse: It's quite a statement. 

 

Robert: Yeah. Wow. Well, you unsolved the mystery. Good job. 

 

Elyse: And to thank you, I have a gift for you. 

 



 
Robert: Oh, really? 

 

Elyse: This is a copy of an original advertisement with the UFAtone. 

 

Robert: Wow! Itʼs amazing. I can honestly say you solved the mystery. Thank you so much. 

 

Elyse: Well, thank you. It was a lot of fun. 

 

Robert: Thank you. 

 


