
Before silent cinema was reinvigorated 
by the presence of Uggie, everyone’s 
favourite cast member of the 2011 Oscar
-winning The Artist, there was Owd Bob, 
Henry Edward’s 1924 British silent film, 
which featured Buttons the Old English 
sheepdog in his finest, and only, screen 
performance as the titular Owd Bob – a 
sheepdog whose gentle skills as a herder 
come under fire when he is suspected of 
being the rogue, sheep-killing dog ter-
rorising the lambs of the Cumbrian coun-
tryside. The film is an adaptation of Al-
fred Ollivant’s Bob, Son of Battle, a classic 
children’s novel written in the Cumbrian 
dialect, and published in 1898. Owd Bob 
is a mid-career entry in the directorial 
oeuvre of Henry Edwards, a hugely 
popular British actor, producer, director 
and scenarist, whose career began in 
1916 and ended in 1953 with Robert 
Hamer’s brilliant, and hugely under-
rated, love-letter to French Poetic Real-
ism, The Long Memory. 

Matthew Sweet, in Hollywood Babylon – 
a comprehensive, engaging product of his 
research into the neglected history of Brit-
ish cinema – recounts the history of Owd 
Bob’s apparently quite troubled produc-
tion, using the diaries of Henry Edwards 
(available for perusal courtesy of the Brit-
ish Film Institute’s Special Collections. 
His findings are recounted below: 

Henry Edwards’s diaries are not confes-
sional. They are, however, extremely 
thorough... The diary reveals that the two 
dogs of the story, Owd Bob and Red 
Wull, were much more difficult to cast 
than the human characters. (Edwards de-
scribes long care rides to audition sheep-
dogs that turn out to be too small, too bad
-tempered, too uncooperative, or, in one 
case, dead.) We know that he found his 
Owd Bob on 13 May 1924, in the person of 
Buttons, an Old English sheepdog that 
belonged to the young daughter of a Sur-
rey farmer, who could be persuaded to 
part with the animal only by being prom-
ised two weeks on location in the Lake 
District... We know that Edwards had a 
difference of opinion with Edward Olli-
vant, the author of the original novel, 
about the breed of dog used in the film... 
We also know that Hugh Maclean, the co-
author of the screenplay, gave him some 
trouble, insisting on taking a sole writing 
credit on the picture. (‘Then we got rude. 
He was not sure that he wanted his name 
in association with mine, I was sure I did 
not want mine in association with him. 
But fact was fact and we’d have the truth 
or leave the names of the adapters out 
altogether.’) (Matthew Sweet, Shepper-
ton Babylon, pp. 40-1) 
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