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APPENDIX D 
 

 

BIOGRAPHICAL DATABASE OF SELECTED AUSTRALIAN 

MUSIC THEATRE AND VARIETY PRACTITIONERS,  
ca.1870 - 1935 

 

(Songwriters, Writer, Librettists, Performers and Producers) 
 

NB: All practitioners in this appendix are included in the Australian Variety Theatre Archive. Their entries are updated 

whenever new information is identified. See http://ozvta.com/ (or at Pandora: http://nla.gov.au/nla.arc-143747) 

 
 

Introduction and Index 
 

Introductory Notes 
 

 Appendix D is a biographical register of performers and other practitioners known to have been involved in either 

the production of Australian music theatre works or the variety industry. The information has been collected in response 

to the variety methodology used in the accompanying dissertation. 

 The entries included in this appendix are representative of the amount of information available through the music 

theatre research survey conducted during the course of this doctoral dissertation. Although some entries are more 

comprehensive that others this does not necessarily mean that the person or persons was more significant; just that more 

information has been forthcoming. The individuals chosen are also by no means the only practitioners who could have 

been included. The list has been collated for this project largely by random selection - with practitioners included from 

a variety of eras and in response to their various fields of endeavour. Some are variety artists; others are better 

remembered as dramatic writers and serious "art" music composers. A number of those chosen achieved some measure 

of success as writers, librettists, songwriters and/or directors/producers, while several individuals were also only briefly 

associated with the production of music theatre. All have contributed in some way, however, to the advancement of 

local theatre.  
 

• Each practitioner's career is given an overview dependent not on the extent or level of their career but simply  

 in response to how much information has been identified. Most entries include a preface section, which is  

 provided as a means of over viewing that person(s) career. The life and career details that follow focus largely on  

 that entry's connection with music theatre or variety entertainment. In some instance, however, an individual's  

 career in these areas may be minimal, but they are otherwise known for their input into Australian literature,  

 theatre or other areas of social and cultural activity. 
 

• As far as possible the entries attempt to refrain from value judgments, relative success or significance other than  

 by those accorded the practitioner during their careers. 

 

• An asterisk beside the name of a practitioner in the Index indicates that this person's entry has been revised and  

 updated from my MA thesis "Harry Clay and Clay's Vaudeville Company, 1865 - 1930" (1998). 
 

• The term "Hebrew comedy" is often used to describe a number of comedians and their style of performance (Bert  

 Le Blanc and Jake Mack, for example) rather than Jewish comedy as this was the most commonly used  

 descriptive of the pre-1930s era. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Citations details: Clay Djubal. "What Oh Tonight: The Methodology Factor and Pre-1930s' Variety Theatre.' Ph D, U of Qld, 2005. 
Australian Variety Theatre Archive  •  http://ozvta.com/dissertations/ 

http://ozvta.com/
http://nla.gov.au/nla.arc-143747
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BIOGRAPHICAL DATABASE OF SELECTED AUSTRALIAN 
MUSIC THEATRE AND VARIETY PRACTITIONERS,  

ca.1870-1935 
 

 
 
 

ARTHUR H. ADAMS 
 

Librettist, dramatist, poet, journalist, novelist. Born Arthur Henry Adams, 6 June 1872 in Lawrence, 
New Zealand. Died in Sydney 4 March 1936. Adams began his career as a journalist in New Zealand 

and collaborated with composer Alfred Hill on several cantatas and operettas during the mid-1890s. 
These include The Whipping Boy and Hinemoa. They later found success with the comic opera, Tapu 

(1903/04). Employed as J. C. Williamson's literary secretary (1898-1900), he wrote the libretto for 
the firm's 1898 pantomime, Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves. Adams left Williamson in 1900 to travel 

to England. Over the next few decades he wrote and staged a number of plays which had minor 
success in England and Australia. He returned to journalism and Australia in 1906, working for the 
Bulletin, the Lonehand (1909-1911) and the Sydney Sun His most successful play, Mrs Pretty and the 
Premier (1914) was staged to some acclaim in London in 1916. Adams also published a number of 
novels and several collections of verse during his career. His first novel, Tussock Land was published 
in 1904, and the last, a fictionalised autobiography, A Man's Life in 1929. It was his collaboration 

with Alfred Hill, however, that sees Adam's achievements accorded a high profile status in Australian 
music theatre history. The pair not only demonstrated a keen interest in New Zealand's indigenous 
music and customs, but also attempted to celebrate the unique sounds and rich cultural heritage of 
the Maori people through Western forms. 

 

Educated at the Otago Boys' High School and later graduating with a Bachelor of Arts from the University of 

Otago (1894), Arthur H. Adams initially found employment as a journalist for Wellington's Evening Post. His 

collaborations with composer Alfred Hill began around the same period, and resulted in several music theatre works 

being created, including the operettas The Whipping Boy (1893) and Hinemoa (ca.1895). The latter was published in 

New Zealand in 1896.  Sometime around 1897/98 the two started work on the comic opera Tapu; Or, The Tale of a 

Maori Pahli, which was based on a play Adams had written previously. He travelled to Australia shortly after 

completing the libretto and approached J. C. Williamson with a view to having the opera staged by his Firm. Impressed 

by the Adams' capabilities as a writer, Williamson offered the young man a two year engagement at £200 per year as his 

literary secretary (ca.1898-1900), taking over that position from Bernard Espinasse. Despite his enthusiasm for the 

opera Williamson did not produce it until 1904, citing commitments to his enormously successful national tour of The 

Geisha as the reason for the delay. Tapu's first production was therefore mounted by the Pollard Opera Co for a six 

night season at the Opera House, Wellington (NZ) beginning 16 February 1903. Pollard later toured the opera to 

Auckland and Tasmania. One of the earliest works created by Adams for Williamson was the 1898 pantomime, Ali 

Baba and the Forty Thieves (Her Majesty's Theatre, Sydney, Dec. 1898). 

In 1900 Adams left Australia to cover the Boxer rebellion in China for several newspapers, including the Sydney 

Morning Herald. He then spent three years in England as a freelance journalist, and published his first novel, Tussock 

Land in 1904. That year also saw J. C. Williamson finally stage his own re-worked production of Tapu.  Because the 

conditions of his contract with Adams stipulated that any of the author's writings during his two year engagement 

remained the property of Williamson, he authorised David H. Souter re-write the Tapu libretto in the romantic opera 

tradition, and also leaving out a number of contentious political and satirical incidents. Another Williamson employee, 

Bert Royle, also provided additional lyrics to accompany several pieces of new music by Hill. The new version, which 

premiered at Her Majesty's Theatre (Syd) on 9 July, followed by Melbourne (Her Majesty's Theatre, 20 Aug.), did not 

please Adams in the slightest, and he later raised his discontent at Williamson's involvement in the sabotage of his 

libretto on several occasions in The Lone Hand and The Theatre. Alfred Hill also stated in later years that he thought the 

Pollard production was superior to the Williamson version. 

 During the early decades of the twentieth century Adams concentrated his writing talents on novels, occasionally 

writing under the pseudonyms James James and Henry James James.  He also wrote poetry (a collection of his verse 

was published in 1913), and a number of dramatic plays, including The Tame Cat (Criterion, Syd; 11 July 1908). This 

was later revised and staged at the Criterion on 16 October 1909 by request of Her Excellency the Countess of Dudley 

as a benefit to the Australian Bush District Nurses Association. Other dramatic works known to have been produced on 

the stage include Pierrot in Australia, a one act play produced at the Royal Standard (Syd) on 19 October 1910; The 

Wasters (Unley City Hall Adelaide, 27 Aug. 1910); and Mrs Pretty and the Premier, a three act comedy staged at the 

Athenaeum Hall by the Melbourne Repertory Theatre on 26 September 1914. The Wasters and Mrs Pretty and the 

Premier, along with Galahad Jones, were also published in 1914 under the collective title Three Plays for the 

Australian Stage, while Pierrot in Australia was later published in the Australian Soldier's Gift Book (1918). A poetic 



 

 714 

 

 

drama, The Minstrel, undertaken in collaboration with composer Carlien Jurs, was written around 1908, and later 

staged at the Conservatorium of Music in Adelaide.  Adams' theatrical output never matched his enthusiasm, however. 

As with many other local writers he found it enormously difficult to get his theatrical works produced by professional 

managements in Australia. This was a matter that he raised throughout his career as a journalist and editor, a career that 

included positions with the Bulletin (beginning in 1906 as a journalist then as writer/editor of the magazine's "Red 

Page" from ca. Nov. 1907 to 1909), The Lone Hand (1909-11) and Sydney Sun. He later returned to the Bulletin, and 

became one of the country's most respected literary critics.  
 

 
 

      Despite the bias Adams faced as a local writer, he 

nevertheless succeeded in getting most of his plays before the 

public. His most successful play, Mrs Pretty and the Premier 

was produced in London in 1916 and the ABC later adapted it 

for radio broadcast. His last play Gallipoli Bill was staged at a 

suburban Sydney theatre in 1926. The script was sold to Bert 

Bailey for a possible film adaptation, but the Great 

Depression put this possibility on hold indefinitely. Two 

novels were published under his real name during the 1920s, 

The Australians (1920) and A Man's Life (1929), the last 

being a fictionalised autobiography that explores themes he 

was passionate about, notably the tension between romantic 

idealism and sexuality, and the subjugation of women in both 

marriage and society. Several of his novels, including The 

Australians, are also set in pre-World War I Sydney. In 1933, 

after several years of great financial difficulties Adams was 

granted assistance through the Commonwealth Literary Fund. 

Adams died in Sydney three years later on 4 March (1936) 

due to a bout of septicaemia and pneumonia. He left behind 

his wife, Lillian, a son and two daughters.  

 

       

 

 

Arthur H. Adams 

Theatre Nov. 1909, 14. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 

 Arthur H. Adams' position in the annals of antipodean theatre is recognised not only through his efforts as a writer 

but also through his strong support of Australian playwrights/librettists. In this respect he was a loud critic of the 

leading actor/managers and theatrical entrepreneurs who controlled the Australian stage, and who he argued were 

exceedingly indifferent to local writers. He was not content to just criticise, however. He would often offer advice to 

aspiring playwrights on how to approach their craft – not just on how to write, but also on how to get their work 

produced. His involvement in the local drama industry also saw him undertake various off-stage activities, including a 

position on the advisory board of the Sydney Repertory Society around 1913, alongside Alfred Hill and David H. 

Souter. As a writer he initially began experimenting with Maori music and English romantic history, eventually finding 

his forte in urban social comedy in which he tried to deal Australian themes, with Australian characters, and from an 

Australian point of view. The Theatre magazine, for example, wrote of Adams' 1909 production of The Tame Cat: "In 

spite of its faults, the best attempt at an Australian play [we know] of. It is so good that it is a great pity it is not better" 

(Nov. 1909, 14). 

 
MUSIC THEATRE WORKS:   

THE WHIPPING BOY [operetta] Lib. Arthur H. Adams; Mus. Alfred Hill (1893);  HINEMOA [operetta] Lib. Arthur H. Adams; Mus. Alfred Hill 

(ca.1895);  ALI BABA AND THE FORTY THIEVES  [pantomime]  Lib. Arthur H. Adams; Mus. incl. Leon Caron, Alfred Hill and George Pack 
(1898);  TAPU [operetta/romantic opera] Lib. Arthur H. Adams; Add Lib. David Souter; Mus. Alfred Hill (1903, NZ). THE MINSTREL  [poetic 

drama] Txt. Arthur H. Adams; Mus. Carlien Jurs (c1908). 

 
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

Adams, Arthur.  "Australian Drama, The." LH: 1 Dec. (1908), 233-7. 

---   "Australian Drama - and Claude McKay, The."  TT: June (1911), 19-22.            [incl. reply from Claude McKay] 
Andrews, B.G., and Ann-Mari Jordens. ADB: 7 (1979), 9-10.   

Clancy, Laurie, ed. Reader's Guide to Australian Fiction, A. (1992), 87-8. 

Fotheringham, Richard.  CTTA: (1995), 24.    
Irvin, Eric.  Dictionary of Australian Theatre. (1985), 14. 

OCAL: (1994), 18. 

Scholfield, G.H., ed. Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, A. (1940).  
"Sydney Comedy Club  - The Tame Cat."  TT: Nov. (1909), 14-15. 

Thomson, John M.A. Distant Music, A.  (1980). 
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STEVE ADSON 
 

End-man, dancer, singer and specialist dialect comedian. Steve Adson's career on the local stage 
spanned some four decades (ca.1880s to 1910s) and included engagements with most leading 

Australian-based companies and entrepreneurs of the era, including Harry Rickards, George 
Rignold, the MacMahon Brothers, Frank M. Clark and Dan Tracey.  He partnered Jessie Thorne as a 
comedy/dance duo in later years and toured the East on several occasions. Adson travelled to 
America in 1918 to take up a number of amusement propositions. 

 

 While Steve Adson's origins are yet to be established, several references later in his career imply that if not born in 

Australia then he was certainly considered a local as much of his career was spent based in the country. An all-round 

variety performer, Adson's name has been located as early as 1888 appearing with Charles Hugo's Buffalo Minstrels as 

an end-man (bones). The company at that stage included Priscilla Verne, another variety performer whose career was 

largely associated with the antipodes.  Following a second engagement with Hugo in 1890 Adson teamed up with ex-

Billy Emerson company member Dan Tracey and together they worked for Harry Rickards before setting up their own 

troupe, Tracey and Adson's Minstrels. Although the business partnership was short-lived, Adson continued to work with 

Tracey for some time after. The pair specialised in dance and Irish comedy routines both as vaudeville turns and within 

burlesques and musical comedies like McGowan the Millionaire and The Irish Inspector (1890). As a solo artist 

Adson built a formidable reputation as a specialist dialect comedian. His act, described as a satirical presentation of the 

oddities and foibles of different nationalities, saw one Sydney Morning Herald critic note that it was the "degree of 

truthfulness [that] convulsed the house" (9 Sept. 1895, 6). 

        After appearing with a number of organisations in 1891 Adson 

teamed up with Tracey again in 1892, around the same time the 

American was beginning to establish himself as one of Sydney and 

Melbourne's leading entrepreneurs. Engagements with Harry Rickards 

(1894-95, 1898), George Rignold's pantomime company (The House 

that Jack Built, 1894), Frank York and George A. Jones (1895), Frank 

M. Clark (1897), the MacMahon Brothers dramatic company (1897-

99), and Thomas Delohery and Percy St John (1899) firmly 

established him among the country's leading performers of the late 

nineteenth century. One of his engagements with the MacMahons also 

saw him cast in possibly the last Garnet Walch melodrama to be staged 

in Australia, The Prairie King (Lyceum Theatre, Syd, 6 Nov. 1897). 

       Although Steve Adson's career during the first decade of the new 

century remains somewhat sketchy it is likely that his further 

engagements with Harry Rickards (ca.1905) were undertaken between 

overseas tours with his on and off-stage partner, Jessie Thorne. The 

couple are known, for example, to have been engaged by F. M. Clark 

at the Gaiety Theatre (Melb) on 6 August 1904, with Adson billed as 

headline performer. Invariably described as "Australia's leading 

comedy sketch artists" (BC: 1 June 1907, 2), Adson and Thorne toured 

with American artist/entrepreneur, Post Mason in 1907 and spent some 

time touring through Manila and China around 1909 for the Ramos 

Brothers - reportedly their third time in East to that date. Another tour 

of the east (including India) was undertaken around 1917. Adson later 

made his way to America to take up business opportunities there.  
 
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

"Are You Going East?"  TT: Nov. 1909, 16.       

 
 

Steve Adson 

Theatre Nov. 1909, 16. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 

 

 

 

W. M. AKHURST 
 

Dramatist, composer, journalist. Born William Mower Akhurst in Hammersmith, London on 29 
December 1822. Arrived in Australia in 1849 after several years on the London stage.  Established 

himself as one the most prolific and significant popular culture dramatists in Australian theatre 
history, writing and directing musical comedies, pantomimes, burlesques operettas and farces. 
Collaborated with several other leading Melbourne-based artists and entrepreneurs, including 
George Coppin and Sydney Nelson. Akhurst produced a string of hits that served as a major 

incentive for those Australian writers and producers who began to emerge in the 1860s and 1870s. 
He returned to England in 1869 hoping to establish himself there but could not invite anywhere near 
the same level of critical and commercial success as he had in Australia. Akhurst died at sea in 
1878, three weeks after setting out from England for Australia. 

 

 Described in one source as a "thorough Bohemian in his habits and a most genial companion" (BC: 4 Sept. 1915, 

12), W. M. Akhurst is regarded as the first Australian-resident dramatist to have a significant impact on the local 

popular theatre industry. While almost all of his Australian-written works were staged in Melbourne, these were 
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produced during an unprecedented time of growth and fortune-making in the country, and in Victoria in particular. His 

popularity was such that for some fifteen years he was the only local writer able to match and even surpass the success 

of foreign dramatic imports. Despite being relegated almost to a footnote in Australian theatre history his legacy of 

work still ranks among the most successful the country has produced. 

 Akhurst's early career included writing and producing shows at London's Cremorne Gardens (where at least two 

of his own works were staged).  In late 1849, the year before gold was discovered in Australia, Akhurst left Britain for 

Australia. He found initial employment in Adelaide as a journalist and is believed to have also spent some time on 

diggings at Barker's and Forest creeks near Castlemaine. Sometime in 1853 he moved to Melbourne where he was 

employed by the Argus
1
 as sub-editor and music/drama critic. At the same time he involved himself in the local theatre, 

and quickly established a reputation as one of the city's leading creators of popular theatre, writing, adapting, localising 

and/or arranging material for pantomimes, burlesques, musical farces, minstrel shows, musical entertainments and 

operettas, and with occasional forays into non-musical drama (including, for example, The Poor of Melbourne, 1863).  

In addition to writing the texts, Akhurst often composed songs for specific performers or scenes, and is known to have 

arranged the music for a number of productions.  The music he wrote for a ballad and a polka were, for instance, 

published in the July-August 1863 edition of Illustrated Melbourne Post; while an Akhurst-composed waltz was 

included in an 1864 edition of the same magazine. The libretti for some of his pantomimes were also published in 

Melbourne during the 1860s. 

 Akhurst's first Australian works, which included several collaborative efforts with composer Sydney Nelson, were 

written primarily for the Nelson and Buckingham families (ca. 1853). During the late 1850s/early 1860s he also 

established professional relationship with George and Frederick Coppin, with two notable productions being the music 

comedy Coppin in Cairo (1858) and the farce We've Taken Gardiner (1862). Another collaborator was F. M. Soutten, 

with whom he adapted the farce The Battle of Melbourne (1854). Akhurst's first pantomime was Harlequin LSD 

(1855), and this was followed on a regular basis throughout the next decade and a half. All had strong topical interest in 

them, containing frequent allusions to Melbourne and Victorian personalities, issues, localities and circumstances.  In 

1862 Akhurst devised the Harlequin Arabian Nights pantomime for W. S. Lyster's Royal English and Italian Opera 

Company, and around this time, too, he provided operatic burlesques for the American blackface troupe, Christy's 

Minstrels.  Akhurst also adapted in 1868 the libretto for Jacques Offenbach's operetta Un Mari Á La Porte (libretto by 

A. Delacour and L. Morand), calling his version The Wrong Side of the Door. 

 William Akhurst's career was without doubt one of distinction, unfolding as it did during a period when one week 

seasons of local works were considered a triumph. His works, and particularly his pantomimes, often exceeded the 

average season. The Brisbane Courier records that Akhurst's creative gift was his ability to rhyme and "his faculty for 

making word-torturing puns - with which burlesques were crammed at the period he wrote" (4 Sept. 1915, 12).  Aside 

from his own occasional compositions, the majority of his musical numbers were adapted from light operas or popular 

songs, into which he inserted new words in accordance with the dramatic action. Two of Akhurst's longest running 

works were the burlesques Ixion (1866) which had a run of 47 performances, and the 1868 production, Paris the Prince 

and Helen the Fair (aka The Siege of Troy), which exceeded the Ixion season by several performances. Nellie Stewart, 

in her autobiography My Life's Story, recounts her memory of Akhurst at this time, writing that he "was responsible for 

the introduction of all the latest comic opera successes from Paris and London into The Siege of Troy long before the 

operas were staged in Australia [and that] the music of The Grand Duchess was used, almost in its entirety in his 

[1868] burlesque of King Arthur" (21-2).  Several of Akhurst's works were also adapted by other local writers and 

producers, including two versions of The House that Jack Built (Jack Sydney in 1871 / Jack Brisbane in 1878) and 

Jack Sheppard (staged as Sambodom and Pompedom's Dream in 1869 by Weston and Hussey). One of his final 

successes in Australia was The Battle of Hastings (1869), which some theatre historians have suggest helped firmly 

establish the popularity of extravaganzas in Melbourne.   

 In 1869, Akhurst returned to Britain where he wrote a number of works for Astley's Amphitheatre, the Pavilion 

and the Elephant and Castle Theatre - including at least nine pantomimes, four dramas, two extravaganzas, one 

burlesque and several equestrian spectacles for Lord George Sanger (Astley's Theatre).  One of these, an extravaganza 

entitled To the Green Isles Direct (adapted from Lecoq's original opera Les Cents Vierges, 1872) was staged in London 

on 25 May 1874, before being accepted for production in Australia by W. S. Lyster and Henry Bracy the following year 

- as  Les Cent Vierges (The One Hundred Virgins).  Akhurst's London productions were not as well received as they 

had been in Australia, however. With his health gradually deteriorating, and with the success he had received in 

Australia most likely playing on his mind, Akhurst decided to return to Melbourne in the hope he might recapture the 

success he had attained there. However, on 6 June 1878 while three weeks out to sea aboard the SS Patriarch, he 

collapsed and died of apparent brain paralysis. His wife, Ellen, returned to Australia spending the remainder of her life 

in Melbourne. She died at St Kilda on 12 August 1915. 
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS:   
THE LADIES PREROGATIVE [musical farce] Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst (from W.B. Bernard); Mus. Sydney Nelson (1853); QUIET COLONIAL 

[musical entertainment] Txt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. Sydney Nelson (1853);  ROMANCE AND REALITY [musical entertainment] Txt. W.M. Akhurst; 

Mus [n/e] (1853); THE RIGHTS OF WOMEN [burletta] Txt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. Sydney Nelson (1854);  ROLLA OF OURS [burlesque]  Txt 
Adapt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. B. Thorn (1855); THE MIRROR OF BEAUTY [burlesque] Txt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus incl E.J. Loder (1855); 

HARLEQUIN LSD [pantomime] Txt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. [n/e] (1855); TROUBLES OF MATRIMONY [entertainment] Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst 

(from J.T. de Truebe y Cosio); Mus. [n/e] (1856); MULTIPLICATION IS VEXATION, DIVISION IS AS BAD [pantomime] Txt. W.M. Akhurst; 
Mus. [n/e] (1856);  THE FALL OF SEBASTOPOL [play with music] Txt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. [n/e] (1857);  HARLEQUIN WHITTINGTON 

AND HIS CAT [pantomime] Txt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. Frederick Coppin (1857); COPPIN IN CAIRO [comic play with music] Txt. W.M. Akhurst; 

                                                           
1  Some sources indicate that Akhurst was employed by the Melbourne Herald. 
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Mus. [n/e] (1858); HARLEQUIN ROBIN HOOD [pantomime] Txt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. Frederick Coppin (1858);  YELLOW DWARF [burlesque] 
Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. [n/e] (1859); THE NYMPH OF LURLEYBURG [burlesque] Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst (H.J. Byron); Mus. [n/e] 

(1860); THE FORTY THIEVES [burlesque] Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst (from Gilbert A'Beckett and Mark Lemon); Mus. [n/e] (1860); LITTLE JACK 

HORNER, THE ORIGINAL HERO OF THE CORNER [pantomime] Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst (from E.L. Blanchard); Mus. [n/e] (1861); THE 

QUEEN OF BEAUTY WHO HAD A FIGHT WITH THE GENII [burlesque] Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. [n/e] (1861); HARLEQUIN 

VALENTINE AND ORSON [pantomime] Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. [n/e] (1861); HARLEQUIN ARABIAN KNIGHTS [pantomime] Txt. 

W.M. Akhurst; Mus incl. A. Reiff Jnr (1862); THE LAST OF THE OGRES [burlesque] Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst (from J.R. Planche); Mus. [n/e] 
(1864); MASSANIELLO [burlesque] Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst (from Auber); Mus. [n/e] (1865); FAUST, MD [burlesque] Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst 

(from Gournod); Mus. [n/e] (1865); HARLEQUIN BARON MUNCHAUSEN [pantomime] Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. [n/e] (1865); 

L'AFRICAINE [burlesque] Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst (from Meyerbeer); Mus. [n/e] (1866); MARITANA [burlesque] Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst (from 
W.V. Wallace); Mus. [n/e] (1866); IXION [burlesque] Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst (from F.C. Burnand); Mus. [n/e] (1866); GULLIVER ON HIS 

TRAVELS [pantomime] Lib. W.M. Akhurst (from Jonathon Swift); Mus. [n/e] (1866); TOM TOM THE PIPER'S SON AND MARY MARY QUITE 

CONTRARY [pantomime] Txt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. [n/e] (1867); PARIS THE PRINCE AND HELEN THE FAIR (aka THE SIEGE OF TROY) 
[burlesque] Txt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. [n/e] (1868); KING ARTHUR [burlesque]  Txt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. [n/e] (1868); THE WRONG SIDE OF 

THE DOOR [operetta] Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. Jacques Offenbach (1868);  HARLEQUIN ROBINSON CRUSOE [pantomime] Txt. W.M. 

Akhurst; Mus. [n/e] (1868); THE BATTLE OF HASTINGS [burlesque] Txt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. [n/e] (1869);  HARLEQUIN JACK SHEPPARD 

[pantomime] Txt Adapt. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. [n/e] (1869); THE HOUSE THAT JACK BUILT [pantomime] Lib. W.M. Akhurst; Mus. [n/e] (1869); 

TO THE GREEN ISLES DIRECT (aka LES CENT VIERGES) [opera bouffe] Lib Adapt. W.M. Akhurst (from H.C. Chivot et al); Orig Mus. Charles 

Lecoq; Add Mus. John Hill (1874). 
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OSCAR ASCHE 
 

Australian actor/manager/librettist/director/producer/author. Born John Stange(r) Heiss Asche at 
Mack's Hotel, Geelong (Vic) on 24 January 1871. Asche briefly studied acting in Norway before 

moving to London where he established his reputation with several theatrical operations, most 
notably Benson's Shakespeare Company and Sir Herbert Beerbohm-Tree. He later formed his own 
company with his actress wife Lily Brayton, leasing such London theatres as the Adelphi and His 
Majesty's and presenting a largely Shakespearian repertoire. Asche and Brayton toured Australia in 

1909-10 and again in 1912-13. Although his initial success as an actor and director was largely the 
result of several acclaimed Shakespearian productions, none of these compared to the success he 
had with his extravaganzas. The first significant production was the Eastern spectacle Kismet (1911). 
Inspired by the public's reaction to Kismet Asche put together in 1916 his greatest success, Chu Chin 
Chow. Another Eastern spectacle, it ran in the West End for a record-breaking five years and played 
on Broadway for six months. Hugh D. McIntosh produced the first Chu Chin Chow production in 

Australia in 1920, with J. C. Williamson's taking it on in 1921. Asche returned to Australia in 1921 
for the Williamson firm, staging his follow-up hit, Cairo (1921) amongst other works. After returning 

to England in 1924 he appeared in several films, wrote two novels and produced a number of stage 
shows. His career nevertheless declined significantly and he died in poverty in 1936. 

 

 Regarded as among the finest actors of his age, and certainly one of the most imposing, Australian-born actor/ 

dramatist/ director, Oscar Asche, is described by eminent theatre historian Eric Irvin, as a "theatrical pioneer of no mean 

order… a big man with big ideas" (11).  Indeed, Asche is recognised as having created several visual spectacles which 

were later taken up by stage and film producers such as Flo Ziegfeld and Cecil B. de Mille, and to whom these 

innovations are generally attributed. For example, Asche staged several grand staircase scenes many years before 

Ziegfeld used them in his Follies productions, while de Mille's famous bath scenes were similarly predated by Asche.  

The "innovative" European method of staging during the 1920s and 1930s - whereby the wings and borders were done 

away with and a curved shell was positioned at the back of the stage in order to deepen the spatial perspective - was 

another Asche innovation staged at least a decade before it came into vogue. Irvin also records that while in Australia in 

1922 Asche found it amusing to read in an English newspaper that "a demonstration of a German method of lighting by 

means of which sunsets, rain, and clouds and so on could be shown on a panorama cloth" He responded: "We had done 

all this in 1914" (11). His innovations were not just confined to the stage, though. "Asche," writes Irvin "was also an 

extremely capable and ingenious amateur cook… [who] early in his career invented a portable cooking stove which 

could be taken in the car of his time and on which he could… cook a three-course meal for anything up to 20 people" 

(11). As a director, too, he was meticulous in all matters of detail, an aspect which the Bulletin reflected upon in its 5 

June issue in 1924. When suggesting that the supernumeraries engaged for Seymour Hicks' production of Man in Dress 

Clothes - who, although required to sit around for half an hour pretending to dine in a café, were "doing nothing of the 

sort" - the Bulletin critic then made the observation that they would no doubt have dined under Asche's direction (34).  

 Oscar Asche's Norwegian father, Thomas, was a barrister who never practiced in Australia, but rather took up a 

number of professions here, including gold-digger, policeman and storekeeper. Having made his fortune through several 
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land deals, Tom Asche promptly lost most of it before eventually establishing himself as a prosperous publican in 

Geelong. The family moved to Dandenong in 1878, where young Oscar was initially educated (Laurenson 2-11) before 

undertaking his secondary education at Melbourne Grammar School. After finishing his studies Asche spent a short 

time as a jackeroo, and according to Irvin, also worked in the employ of a wine and spirit merchant. His decision to 

become an actor, no doubt influenced through his childhood association with the many actors who visited his father's 

hotel, was firmed after he mounted a relatively successful production of Othello in Sydney. In 1890 he sailed to Norway 

via Fiji to study under Jorgen Hansen Björnstjern at his dramatic school in Bergen. During his early years as an actor he 

met with several high profile dramatists, including Henrick Ibsen, who advised the young actor to both continue his 

studies in England and iron out his Australian accent. Thus Asche soon moved to London, where he was able to live, 

initially, through an allowance from his father. 

 Oscar Asche made his British stage debut in March 1893 as Roberts in Man and Woman at the Opera Comique 

Theatre, and afterwards worked extensively with Frank R. Benson's Shakespeare company (1894 - 1902), one of his 

first roles being that of Antonio in Twelfth Night. He left Benson in 1902 after securing an engagement as both actor 

and director with the more famous Sir Herbert Beerbohm-Tree company, and with which he remained for some two 

years.  Reviews in several Cork newspapers in late 1893 describe the young actor's portrayal of Cassius in Julius 

Caesar (Cork Opera House) as "a well-finished performance" (Cork Examiner qtd.  SMH: 17 Feb. 1894, 5) and 

"marked by a degree of intelligence and force one would not expect to find in an actor hitherto relegated to very minor 

parts" (Cork Constitution qtd. SMH: 17 Dec. 1894, 5). In a 1922  interview published in the Sydney Morning Herald, 

Asche estimates that he played over 200 Shakespearian characters during his eight years with Benson (4 Sept. n. pag.).  

Although reports of Asche's rising career seeped into Australian press reports throughout the late 1890s, it was not until 

1901 that he began to make a significant impact on the London stage, with this occurring through his role as Freddy 

Maldonado in Sir Arthur Pinero's Iris (BC: 1 Feb. 1902, 9). He later played the role to much acclaim in New York.  

Among Asche's more acclaimed performances with Beerbohm-Tree's company were his roles as Benedick, which he 

played opposite  Ellen Terry as Beatrice in Much Ado about Nothing;  as Bottom in A Midsummer Night's Dream and 

as Bolingbrooke in Richard II.   

 After having left Beerbohm-Tree, Asche spent a period of time in management at the Adelphi Theatre (London), 

where he directed several well-received productions with his wife, Lily Brayton, whom he had married in 1899. Most 

notable were the Shakespearian works, The Taming of the Shrew, Othello, A Midsummer Night's Dream (1906) as 

Bottom, Macbeth (1906) and As You Like It (1907) with himself as Jacques and Brayton as Rosalind. The later work 

was met with much-needed success after a previous production, the poetic drama Attila (as with Verdi's 1845 opera of 

the same name), failed to attract much public support. In 1907 Asche and Brayton formed their own company and 

together they leased His Majesty's Theatre in London, before making the first of three "local boy makes good" tours of 

Australia (1909-10). The first visit to his homeland as principal of a major dramatic company was a much anticipated 

event, and had been talked about in Australia from as early as February 1907 (TT: 1 Feb. 1907, 14). Asche's profile in 

the country had been building long before the tour, however, with frequent mention of his London exploits being having 

been published in the local theatre press for a number of years previous. Early in 1909 he and Brayton signed a contract 

with Messrs Meynell and Gunn to undertake a six month tour. The company, which came with its own scenery, 

costumes and properties, included Raymond Pechotsch as music conductor.  The tour lasted more than a year and saw 

them present a mostly Shakespearian repertoire, notably As You Like It, The Taming of the Shrew and Othello, along 

with The Virgin Goddess, John Tobin's The Honeymoon, and Asche's own adaptation (with Norris F. Connell) of 

Stanley Wyman's Count Hannibal, which had debuted in London shortly before the company left for Australia. 

According to Hal Porter, Asche was overjoyed to be famous on his return home, writing: "What a home coming it was. 

Nothing, nothing can deprive me of that. I had made good, and had come home to show them. Whatever the future 

years held, or shall hold for me, nothing can eliminate that" (97).  Interest in the tour was not confined only to the 

company's male lead, however.  Australian audiences were particularly taken with Lily Brayton, as were the critics. A 

waltz was even written and dedicated to the actress by Wynne Jones. Tilted "Lily Brayton Valse," the music was 

published by Albert and Son with a portrait of Brayton reproduced in several tints for the cover (A: 28 Aug. 1909, 18). 

Interestingly, while audiences were excellent for the tour and most newspaper criticism positive, the Theatre magazine 

appears to have taken an almost antagonistic viewpoint, with a number of snipes and criticisms levelled at Asche.  

Scene-Shifter, one of the magazine's critics wrote, for example, that his treatment of Othello was "mutilated… 

barbarous and blasphemous" and that As You Like It was "a mess" (25-5). Another critic, writing in the same October 

1909 issue suggested, too, that the company's overall acting was "much-puffed" (8).  

 Returning to London Asche took over the lease of the Garrick Theatre and soon afterwards obtained the rights to 

Edward Knoblock's play Hajj's Hour. At the time Knoblock was in a state of despair, having had an unsuccessful run 

with The Fawn, while his manuscript for Hajj's Hour was reported to have been "dog-eared with refusal." Even 

Beerbohm-Tree had turned it down, while it fared no better in America. Flush with money from his Australian tour, and 

needing a new show in a hurry, Asche attempted to contact Knoblock, who was away at the time.  Asche's agent rang 

Knoblock's sister who found two versions in a cupboard - one as originally written and the other "embodying all the 

alterations the various managers who had turned it down had suggested as improvements." The sister unwittingly sent 

the original version to Asche. "He got it on a Saturday… read it on Sunday, bought it on Monday" (Macqueen-Pope, 

202), and, "working like demons," put the play into production almost immediately. First were the changes to text, and 

a new title, Kismet. Then they hired Percy Anderson to do the costumes, Joseph Harker to design the settings, and 

Christopher Wilson to write the music. Asche's conceptual design also saw him run out an apron stage so as to have 

something going on stage all the time whilst the many changes of scene were being made. W. Macqueen-Pope recalls: 
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Nobody had much sleep during that time. The company was too large for the theatre - so big was the crowd; the 

stage too small for the large effects visualised. But Asche overcame it all. News got out that there was nudity in 

the show. Excitement reigned. At last, after never-ceasing work, it opened on 19 April 1911. It was a vivid first 

night.  The splendour of the Orient came to Charing Cross Road, the Bazaar scene with its ever-changing crowds, 

its noise, its colour, brought the audience to its feet with cheers. The naked lady went into the bath with an 

accompanying gasp of excitement. Asche was the ideal "Hajj"… [while] Brayton was the ideal "Marsinah." Its 

barbaric spectacle and riotous colour, its savagery, its originality - its sweep carried it to vast and overwhelming 

success. The scenery… alone was a masterpiece (202). 

 

The production ran until late January 1912, sustaining good audiences despite running into trouble with the Lord 

Chamberlain over the bath scene. 
2
  

 

       The day after Kismet closed Asche and his company 

left England for a second Australian tour. The tour began 

in Melbourne in March 1912, and included seasons in 

Sydney, Brisbane, Perth and Albany (WA). The company 

also toured New Zealand and played a second season in 

Melbourne. The antipodean tour, which ended around 

August 1913, included Kismet and several of his other 

recent successes, notably new versions of Shakespeare's 

Anthony and Cleopatra, and A Midsummer Night's 

Dream (accompanied by Mendelssohn's incidental music), 

and at least one revival from the previous tour. As with the 

1907-09 tour, audiences were excellent, as was much of 

the press criticism. According to the Sydney Morning 

Herald, The Taming of the Shrew moved "along 

swimmingly," Asche's role as Christopher Sly was 

"delightfully ludicrous," and his Petruchio "carrying all 

before him" (2 June 1913, 3). The Age records that for 

Anthony and Cleopatra, the actor had "not spared himself 

time, trouble or expense," presenting a drama that quite 

outrivalled any Shakespearian production of recent years" 

(27 Dec. 1912, 6.). Asche's conceptual approach for this 

production was to provide an Egyptian atmosphere rather 

than Roman in order to provide greater scope for scenic 

splendour and picturesque detail (A: 14 Dec. 1912, 28). Of 

the new productions A Midsummer Night's Dream was 

also seen to exhibit much of Asche's extravagance as a 

producer, being described in the same paper as having 

"rare pictorial beauty" (9 June 1913, 3).  One of the local 

actors to be engaged by Asche-Brayton during the tour 

was J. B. (Jimmy) Atholwood's daughter, Sybil. 
 

 

Oscar Asche 

As Count Hannibal. 
(Courtesy of Emory University) 

 Following his return to England Asche opened a season at the Globe Theatre (London). On 10 March 1914 he 

revived Kismet for London audiences, and the season (which advertised the premiere as the 381
st
 production) went on to 

last until 9 September. Shortly afterwards he debuted his new production, Mameena, which was a dramatisation of H. 

Rider Haggard's A Child of Storm. Asche had secured the rights to the novel when he met the author in Brisbane during 

his previous Australian tour (ca. Mar. 1913).  Essentially a play with music, Mameena opened in London in late 

September 1914 and despite the turmoil of the period ran for three and a half months.   

        On 31 August 1916, almost two years after Mameena premiered, Asche's greatest theatrical success, the exotic 

oriental musical extravaganza Chu Chin Chow premiered. It ran for five years (2,238 performances) in London alone, 

and helped make Asche (who wrote and directed it as well as playing the lead role of Abu Hasan/Chu Chin Chow) a 

millionaire. Eric Irvin records that the production made over £3½ million - "very big money at that time - and that 

Asche's royalties alone made him more than £200,000" (32).  Chu Chin Chow created great excitement with audiences 

in both America (1917-18) and Australia. Indeed, reports and critical observations along the lines of "nothing so 

remarkable - so costly, beautiful, and subtly atmospheric - in the way of Eastern illustration has been done on [the 

British] stage" (TT: Nov. 1916, 54), began to filter into Australia shortly after it premiered, creating much interest 

amongst the local industry.   

                                                           
2  In 1953 Charles Lederer staged a musical comedy production of Kismet with the book co-adapted by himself and Luther Davis from 

Knoblock's play, but retaining Asche's title. It premiered the Ziegfeld Theatre in New York on 3 December with music and lyrics by Robert Wright 

and George Forrest. The director was Albert Marre. 
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 Asche did not confine himself only to performing in Chu Chin Chow during its London run. In 1917, for 

example, he directed The New Governor at Daly's Theatre, with the West Australian reporting in its "Musical and 

Dramatic Notes" column that this project would see Asche embark "upon a new career with other firms in direction 

which he has long followed with success for himself" (3). Asche also collaborated with Dornford Yates on the libretto 

for Eastward, Ho! (1919) - music by Grace Torrens and John Ansell. Around the same time, too, he began a 

collaboration with Percy Fletcher to create another Arabian Nights-inspired musical comedy. Premiering in New York 

in 1920 under the title Mecca, this new musical was staged the following year in London as Cairo. Although it did not 

equal its predecessor in terms of success, Cairo was nonetheless another major hit for Asche. He took the show to 

Australia (as Cairo) in late 1922, and the following year directed the Melbourne production of J. C. Williamson's 

musical comedy A Southern Maid (1923). The Melbourne season was followed by Sydney (c May/June), Brisbane 

(beginning 30 June) and then New Zealand (beginning 20 July) before returning to Sydney in September. Other 

productions Asche staged during his extended stay in his home country included: Othello and The Skin Game.  

       Despite having mounted a successful Australian tour (in terms of 

patronage), Asche departed the country in 1924 leaving behind him 

considerable acrimony and controversy. His relationship with the 

Williamson organisation, having been for the most part an uneasy one, 

eventually ended when his contract was terminated after a bitter quarrel. 

Prior to this, Asche had also endured a good deal of ridicule at the hands of 

critics when he judged the Daily Telegraph's 1923 play competition. Having 

been drawn to the Indian setting of Betty Hiscock's Desire of Spring, Asche 

persuaded one of the other judges to change his vote by promising a London 

production if it were to win. This raised a storm of protest because many 

within the local industry believed that the award should have gone to a play 

set in Australia.  

       When Asche returned to Britain in 1924 he found himself unable to re-

establish the success he had gained with Chu Chin Chow and Cairo, by 

then being viewed as somewhat unfashionable, and his career undertook a 

significant decline. At the same time he found it impossible to change his 

living style, continuing to over spend on personal interests, notably his 

passions for coursing and greyhounds. A farm he bought in Gloucestershire 

also lost him a good deal of money. During the 1920s he produced a couple 

of shows which failed to attract much success. In 1925, for example, he 

directed Frasquita and Cleopatra, and took a lead role (as the Earl of 

Jawleyford) in his own production, The Good Old Days, which he again co-

wrote with Percy Fletcher. Produced with the assistance of this then ex-

wife, Lily Brayton, The Good Old Days, was a financial and critical 

disaster. In 1928 he began writing his autobiography, Oscar Asche: His 

Life by Himself (1929) and in the same year was cast as Brooke Hoskyn in 

Marjolaine. The following year he directed The White Camelia and 

followed this in 1930 with El Dorado, for which he also took the role of 

Alcide de Barros. The early 1930s saw Asche publish two novels, The Saga 

of Hans Hansen (1930) and The Joss-Sticks of Chung (1931), in addition 

to directing in 1932 Lily Brayton's final stage production. He also appeared 

several films, beginning in 1932 with My Lucky Star, and latter, Don 

Quixote (1933), Two Hearts in Waltz Time (1934), Scrooge (1935), Private 

Secretary (1935) and Eliza Comes to Stay (1936). Despite having attained 

much critical and financial success during his long and distinguished career, 

Oscar Asche's last years were spent living in poverty. He died on 23 March 

1936 at Bisham (England). 

 

 
 

Lily Brayton 
As Cleopatra 

Theatre Nov. 1912, 38. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 
 

 At his best Oscar Asche was a dominant stage presence, not only through his considerable acting ability but also 

through his sheer physical size - which turned from athleticism in his youth to obesity in his later years. Indeed, as a 

younger man he had been an above average athlete, particularly as a cricketer. He even played for the M.C.C. against 

minor countries. In his later life he attended most major cricket matches at Lords. He was known as a boisterous, hearty 

man, who nevertheless took his theatrical work seriously. If there was one frequent criticism of his acting, however, it 

was that he tended to lack subtlety - it being said that he tended to either strut around the stage too much and that his 

characterisations rarely conveyed any sense of credible tenderness.  He was also considered one of the finest producers 

and managers of his day, demonstrating, as Eric Irvin argues, "a remarkable grasp of popular stagecraft, [seeming] to 

known instinctively what as and what was not theatrically possible" (Dictionary 33). Asche also remains arguably the 

most successful Australian-born music theatre writer to date. Nevertheless, while there is little doubt that he established 

an international reputation through Chu Chin Chow (and perhaps to a lesser extent through his innovative 

Shakespearian interpretations), Asche was equally renowned  for having one of the meanest tempers in show business - 

a factor which may well have played its part in his eventual downfall. 
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* Percy Eastman Fletcher: 1879-1932  [English composer]  Born in Derby (Eng) on 12 December 1879, Percy Fletcher carved 

out a successful career in the United Kingdom as a conductor, composer and orchestrator. He became musical director at several 

London theatres including the Prince of Wales, Savoy, Drury Lane and from 1915 up until his the early 1930s at His Majesty's. In 

1916 he orchestrated Frederick Norton's score for Chu Chin Chow, and composed the music for its successor Cairo in 1921. He 

collaborated with Asche on the 1925 production The Good Old Days (1925). Although involved in the theatre for most of his career 

Fletcher nonetheless wrote other music styles, notably several light orchestral works, and many instrumental, solo and choral pieces. 

He orchestrated and arranged for publication works by Coleridge-Taylor and others, and played a significant role as composer and 

adjudicator for brass bands.  Fletcher died at Windsor (Eng) on 10 September 1932.  [Further Reference: see Richard Lamb. NGDM: 

6 (1980), 639]. 

 

* George Frederick Norton:  1869-1946  [English composer]  Frederick Norton was born at Salford, England, on 11 October 

1869, and after an initial career in the insurance industry began studying singing. He later joined the Carl Rosa Opera Company - and 

is reported to have toured as the Monk in Audran's La Poupée. Norton began appearing on the variety stage in the early 1900s as a 

baritone, in addition to delivering musical monologues. During this time he also had numerous songs published, and composed music 

for a number of stage works, including The Water Maidens (1901), Pinkie and the Fairies (1908), an adaptation of Orpheus in the 

Underground for Sir Herbert Beerbohlm Tree (1912, with Alfred Noyes), What, Ho! Daphne (1913) and The Passing Show (1915). 

His most successful musical score, if not his most famous, Chu Chin Chow was staged in 1916. Norton himself sang the role of Ali 

Baba on several occasions during its run. Other musical shows scored by him include Pamela (1917), The Willow Pattern Plate (n. 

date) and the unperformed The Stone of Destiny. Frederick Norton died at Holford, Somerset, on 15 December 1946. [Further 

Reference: see Andrew Lamb. NGDM: 13 (1980), 320-1] 

 

* Dornford Yates:  1885-1960  [British writer, solicitor] Born Cecil William Mercer in Walmer, Kent (England). Dornford 

Yates was the son of a solicitor and attended Harrow School and Oxford University. An active member of the Oxford University 

Dramatic Society he made friends with a number of people who would later help him in his career, including Oscar Asche with 

whom he collaborated in 1919 on Eastwood Ho!. Yates entered the bar in 1909, but spent much of his spare time writing short 

stories. A number of these appeared in the Windsor magazine. His first book, The Brother of Daphne, a collection of his early short 

stories, was published in 1914. After the First World War, during which he served as a 2nd Lieutenant in Egypt and the Balkans, 

Yates decided to pursue a literary career. He soon afterwards moved to France, where it was possible to live more cheaply, and 

remained there until 1941, at which time he moved to Rhodesia. He was re-commissioned in the Royal Rhodesian Regiment, 

attaining the rank of Major. After the war he returned to writing, continuing in that career until his death in March 1960. [Further 

Reference: see G.A. Michael Sims' "A Book for all Reasons"  www.abfar.co.uk/bibliog/dy_bib.htm] 
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS:  

KISMET  [play with music] Txt. Oscar Asche; Mus. Christopher Wilson  (1911); MAMEENA [play with music] Txt. Oscar Asche; Mus. [n/e] 
(1914); CHU CHIN CHOW  [musical comedy] Lib. Oscar Asche; Mus. Frederick Norton (1916);  EASTWARD, HO!  [musical comedy/revue] Lib. 

Oscar Asche, Dornford Yates; Lyr. Dornford Yates; Mus. Grace Torrens and John Ansell (1919); CAIRO (aka MECCA) [musical comedy] Lib. 
Oscar Asche; Mus. Percy Fletcher (1921); THE GOOD  OLD  DAYS Lib. Oscar Asche; Mus. Percy Fletcher (1925). 
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J. C. BAIN 
 

Comedian, singer, manager. Born James C. Bain in Ipswich, ca. 1873. J. C. Bain started his career in 
variety as an amateur comic in Brisbane in the early 1890s. He made his first appearance with Harry 
Rickards at the Tivoli (Syd) in 1896 and formed Bain's Entertainers in Brisbane three years later. Bain 

appeared with most other leading organisations during the 1890s including the Cogill Brothers, the 
Continental Vaudeville Company and Percy St John. He operated a company in Hobart between 1903 
and 1906 (in addition to a Tasmanian regional circuit) and later settled in Sydney, becoming James 
Brennan's general manager at the National Amphitheatre (ca.1908-11). Between 1911 and 1914 he ran 

a small circuit in Sydney that included the Princess Theatre. He also operated Bain's Theatrical Agency 
ca.1915-16. With daughter, Verna, he worked extensively in Australia and overseas. Between 1916 and 
1920 Bain was associated in Australia with the Fullers, Dix-Baker (Hunter Valley), Birch and Carroll 
(Qld), Harry Sadler (Tasmania), Harry Clay and Andy Kerr (Gaiety Theatre, Syd). He returned to the stage 

in 1923 after several years spent in government employment, and in 1924 took over the lease of Wirth's 
Hippodrome (Sydney). Bain died in Brisbane on 24 May 1946. 

 

 "One of the best known vaudeville managers in Australasia" (AV: 23 Oct. 1919, n. pag.), J. C. Bain was also 

regarded by his contemporaries as one of Queensland's most celebrated comedians and popular singers during the 

heyday of vaudeville. One Theatre magazine critic even proposed in 1923 that "for diversity in characterisation and 

versatility generally we have not the slightest hesitation in declaring Mr Bain… to be the greatest vaudeville comedian 

Australia has ever known" (June 1923, 10, 12).  X-Ray's June 1914 article published in the same magazine provides 

further insights into a typical Bain performance: 
 

During the past month [I have] had the pleasure of hearing J. C. Bain sing before an exclusive gathering. Among 

the old favourites that he revived were "Signor Don Fitzcalligan," "The Laughing Madman," "Ada's Serenade," "I 

Haven't Told the Missus Up to Now," "Sitting on the Rocks When the Tide Comes In," "It Wouldn't Take a Lot 

of That to Upset Me," "If I Hadn't Been a Sunday School Teacher" and "The German Fifth." When on the 

Rickards circuit, Mr Bain sang "The Laughing Madman" for ninety performances at a stretch. Even more 

successful than this was his number "Sitting on the Rocks When the Tide Comes In." Mr Bain has a wonderful 

gift of characterisation. His props consist of half-a-dozen different hats and caps. He tosses on to his head a hat or 

cap in keeping with the song he is going to sing, and straightaway he becomes a Dutchman, a Scotsman, or and 

Irishman. He is equally at home in the three tongues. His facial expressions are as varied as they are marvelous. 

The world indeed lost a comedian of the very front rank when Mr Bain gave up the stage to become a manager 

(28). 
 

  As a character comedian James Bain started out as a Brisbane amateur in the early 1890s while working in a day 

job as a quill driver. In 1895 he went to Sydney with a "crack football team" and performed a comedy/song routine at a 

Tivoli "sports night." Despite sending the audience hoarse and being offered an engagement by Harry Rickards, Bain 

apparently decided he wasn't quite ready for the big time and refused the offer. Although this report suggests it was 

three years before he had put together a satisfactory act (TT: Dec. 1909, n. pag.), his name can be found in December 

1896 Tivoli advertisements. While an exact date is yet to be fixed for Bain's Tivoli debut, it has been ascertained that he 

appeared briefly with a number of companies playing seasons in Brisbane during 1896. These companies include: York 

and Jones Empire Minstrels, the Cogill Brothers, and Pollard's Lilliputian Opera Company. He was also on the bill of a 

benefit to Helen Gordon. By 1897 Bain's reputation was becoming well known further a field. Some critics suggested in 

later years that the ten year period spanning the turn of the decade was when his stage craft was at its peak.
3
  The 

Brisbane Courier notes in 1902, for example, that Bain was one of those performers "who only has to step before the 

curtain to score applause [and that] the fun was fast and furious whilst he held the boards" (27 Jan. 1902, 6). 

 Bain appeared on the bills of a variety of organisations over the next few years including regular performances 

with Harry Rickards and a one off engagement with Kate Howarde. In early 1898 he began the first of many 

entrepreneurial endeavours, forming Bain's Entertainers for a season at Brisbane's Centennial Hall, followed by a 

Queensland regional tour. The company was certainly a reputable one, including as it did such notable performers as 

Carlton and Sutton, Stella Tracey (daughter of entrepreneur Dan Tracey), David Cope Jnr (son of the well-known music 

director/composer) and world renowned illusionist, Emile Lazern. It is possible that Bain left Australia for a brief period 

in 1898, traveling to London sometime around early April following his tour of Queensland (NM: 24 Mar. 1898, 2). In 

December that same year Bain appeared on a Harry Rickards bill at the Cremorne Theatre (Perth), possibly upon his 

return to Australia. After engagements in Sydney and Melbourne in early 1899 he returned to Brisbane, appearing with 

the Continental Vaudeville Company during its season at the Theatre Royal (c Aug.). That troupe included such notable 

performers as Harry Clay (also manager), Albert McKisson and Jack Kearns, Ida Rosslyn (aka Ida Tauchert) and Bob 

Bell (later an entrepreneur in his own right). A season with Percy St John's Empire Company (Bris) later in the year was 

followed in mid-January 1900 by another Rickards engagement at the Bijou Theatre (Melb). Bain continued with 

Rickards on a number of occasions through to 1902 when he again returned to Brisbane in early 1902 to take up another 

engagement with Percy St John at the Theatre Royal. 

                                                           
3  See Australian Variety 18 Apr. 1917, 10; and Theatre June 1923, 10-12. 
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 While Bain's movements over the next year or so are unclear, sometime around 1903 he moved to Hobart and set 

up a semi-permanent company in Hobart. Bain's Entertainers continued to service the Tasmanian capital and several 

regional centres up until sometime around 1907. By 1906 he was running five companies, having opened up a regional 

Victorian circuit, which included Ballarat, Geelong and Bendigo. Bain later closed down his Tasmanian and Victorian 

companies and moved to Sydney where he took up a contract with James Brennan at the National Amphitheatre. By 

1908/09 he was employed as the "Nash's" general manager in addition to part time performance duties. He remained 

with Brennan until April 1912 at which time he set up his own Sydney circuit. A little over a month after Bain's 

Advanced Vaudeville Entertainers opened for business, initially playing out of four venue operations - the Princess 

Theatre (city), Coliseum (Nth Syd), Coronation Theatre (Bondi Junction) and ACME Theatre (Rockdale) - he was 

tended a complimentary benefit by the Australian Vaudeville Artistes' Federation (A.V.A.F.) for his services to the 

industry. As the Theatre notes, Mr Bain "has kept in employment on an average 80 Australian performers weekly [and 

in doing so] is regarded as the saviour of the A.V.A.F. in Sydney" (May 1912, 27). Leading Australian performers 

known to have been engaged by Bain over the next three years include: George Sorlie, Joe Rox, Ward Lear, Con 

Moreni, Billy Cass, Jack and Vera Kearns, Carlton Max, Ted Stanley, Sadie Gale, Arthur Tauchert, James Craydon, 

Maud Fanning (including Arthur Elliott and the Elliott Sisters), George Pagden, Johnny Gilmore, Maurice Chenoweth, 

and Shipp and Gaffney. The Theatre notes in 1912, too, that while Bain was not confining himself entirely to local 

performers (with recent overseas arrivals such as Nellie Kolle known to have been engaged), "any Australian who can 

deliver the goods can always rely on getting an opening with him at a most liberal salary" (Oct. 1912, 23). By 1914, 

however, Bain's changed his engagement policy, employing only members of the A.V.A.F. 
 

 
 

         Around 1914, Bain's youngest daughter, Verna (born 

ca. 1905), began attracting the attention of critics and 

vaudeville agents. Billed as Little Verna, she was described 

by Australian Variety that year as one of Australia's finest 

exponents of the Genee school of Terpsichore. The situation 

for Bain around the time war broke out, however, was one 

of much difficulty. After being forced to reduce his Princess 

Theatre orchestra down to pianist, Will Farrell, Bain 

eventually closed down his operations and temporarily set 

up a theatrical agency at Inglis Chamber, 244 Pitt Street, 

Sydney. Over the next four years he and Verna appeared 

with a variety of Australian-based companies, including 

Dix-Baker (Victoria Theatre, Newcastle), the Fullers, Birch 

and Carroll (Qld). Although reduced to working for other 

companies after having spent several years in charge of his 

own, Bain refused to accept anything but quality 

engagements. During one Fuller's season in 1916, for 

example, he walked out of his contract after objecting to 

being asked to open a programme - a position deemed by 

most artists as the worst on a bill (TT: Nov. 1916, 49). All 

was apparently forgiven, however, as he was back with the 

company touring New Zealand later the following year.  
 

James C. Bain 
Theatre Dec. 1909, 34. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 

 In early 1917 he and Verna were engaged for a tour of South Africa, and upon their return to Australia found 

engagements with Harry Sadler (Hobart) and Harry Clay (Syd) before undertaking a tour of the East. The three month 

engagement was abandoned after six weeks, however, when Verna contracted a mild case of malaria while in Surabaya. 

After returning to Australia and spending some time in recuperation Verna traveled to New Zealand with her father to 

work the Fullers Dominion circuit. The pair later toured New Zealand briefly with Tom Pollard and returned to 

Australia playing the Birch and Carroll Queensland circuit once again, followed by another Fullers engagement, this 

time at the Empire Theatre (Bris).  

 In 1919 Bain took up a position with Andy Kerr running the Gaiety Theatre (Syd), but that association does not 

appear to have lasted long despite much industry hype having surrounded the partnership. An advertisement in the 

Brisbane Courier indicates that he had signed up hypnotist Dr Raymond for a season at Brisbane's Elite Theatre in 

October 1921. Sometime after this venture, however, Bain retired from the industry for a few years, taking up a 

government position in Sydney. By May 1923 he was once again treading the boards as a comic, and the following year 

returned to management, taking over the reigns of Wirth's Hippodrome (Syd) beginning 2 August. He remained there 

through until sometime during the following year. One of his key signings during that period was Jack Kearns. While 

details of Bain's career from 1925 onwards have not yet been established, it is known that he was one of several 

veterans to appear on the final Sydney Tivoli Theatre programme, staged on 26 September 1929. Bain is believed to 

have returned to Brisbane in his retirement. He died there in 1946. 

 Aside from his colourful career on the variety stage, J. C. Bain was known to have been an avid gambler, with a 

particular liking for horse racing. "One of the biggest and gamest bettors," records Australian Variety in 1916, "when 
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Queen of Scotts and Parisian won the Newmarket Cup double (about five years ago), Jimmy cleaned up £4,000 and in 

less than six months had done the lot! Bet? Jimmy would bet! He used to make some of those bookmakers sweat. And 

Lord help them if he picked three running! (7 June 1916, 17).
4
 Another report concerning Bain's betting victories notes 

that he backed Portrush and St Carwynne for £10,000 in the 1914 Epsom and Metro cups. Portrush duly won; St 

Carwynne was 3 to 1 and Jimmy would not lay off a bob! He still has the vouchers" noted Australian Variety (23 May 

1917, 22). 

 Regarded as a clever manager, in the same class as those like Harry Clay and Frank M. Clark, J. C. Bain was 

capable of using any tricks and devices possible to get the best out of his performers. Variety performer and occasional 

journalist, Redhead Wilson, recalls in 1917 that Bain would try to build the confidence of opening acts at his matinees - 

generally new and emerging artistes - by getting all the kids at the back to create a furor of noise. "Jimmy led the kids 

and kicked the loose barrier and encouraged the crowd with his head just over the top. Serios were his special delight, as 

they sang and danced themselves to a state of exhaustion, thinking what a tremendous hit they were and how Mr Bain 

would be pleased with their success. Sometimes they did as many as five and six songs and dances - all they knew - at 

the matinee but were hugely disappointed at night, and thought the audience were [sic] horrid!" Wilson also recalls that 

when Bain was running his operations in Hobart he employed a man, Andy Kirk, to note down any failures deemed the 

result of alcohol. "In those days," writes Wilson, we had many who were inclined to bend the elbow and Andy was kept 

pretty busy reporting. To be seen coming out of a hotel constituted an offence… and [Kirk] would then glue his eyes on 

the performer to observe the ill-effects oozing out." 
 
FURTHER REFERENCE 

West, John. "J. C. Bain."  CTTA: (1995), 79. 

X-Ray.  "Month in Vaudeville."  TT: June (1914), 28. 

 

 
 

 
 

VERNA BAIN 
 

Danseuse, actress, singer. Born ca. 1905. The 
youngest daughter of J. C. Bain, Verna Bain's 
stage career began as early as 1914. For the 
next five years she toured extensively 

throughout Australia and New Zealand, while 
also undertaking tours of South Africa and the 
East. From 1920 onwards Verna worked without 
her father, appearing on both the Tivoli and 

Fullers circuits as a vaudeville performer and 
pantomime/musical comedy artist. 

 

      Although known widely as the daughter of J. C. Bain, 

Verna Bain's early development is said to have been as 

much the result of the training she received through her 

mother, a talented musician. Described in 1914 by 

Australian Variety as one of Australia's finest exponents 

of the Genee school of Terpsichore, by 1917 her 

remarkable performances were then being likened to the 

great Pavlova (20 Oct. 1917, 3). The same magazine had 

even described her in an earlier issue as "Australia's 

greatest dancer" (June 1917, n. pag.). Bain's reputation 

was such that she featured on the front page of Australian 

Variety on at least two occasions between 1915 (17 Nov.) 

and 1917 (20 Oct.). G. W. Hean's, makers of "Hean's 

Essence," even contracted her to be the face of their 

"Heenzo" cough syrup advertising in 1918 (GR: Jan. 

1918, 2). That same year the Christchurch Star newspaper 

wrote of her turn, "well worth the price of admission 

alone" (qtd. in GR: Feb. 1918, 8).  
 

Little Verna Bain 
Green Room Apr. (1918), n. pag. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 

 

Between 1914 and 1918, Verna and J. C. Bain appeared with a variety of Australian-based companies, including 

Dix-Baker (Newcastle), the Fullers, Harry Sadler, Harry Clay, and on Birch and Carroll's Queensland circuit. In early 

1917 they were engaged for a tour of South Africa. So impressive was her performance in Johannesburg that Verna 

attracted the attention of Solly Joel, a leading world financier. He subsequently made arrangements for her to appear 

                                                           
4      A report, published in Australian Variety 23 May 1917, 22) indicates that not only had Bain won £5,000 and was broke after nine months, but 

that he failed to cough up the commission due to Harry Sadler.  
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under the management of Alfred Butt at the Palace Theatre, London. Although passages were booked for the trip to 

London from Capetown, orders from the British government came via the Admiralty on the eve of the trip that no 

women or children were allowed to voyage to the United Kingdom. This was on account of the number of boats being 

torpedoed off the South African west coast by German submarines ("Dancing Star" 22). After returning to Australia the 

Bains accepted a three month engagement in the East. The tour was abandoned after six weeks, however, when Verna 

contracted a mild case of malaria in Surabaya. They returned to Australia and after spending some time in recuperation 

Verna traveled to New Zealand with her father to work the Fullers Dominion circuit. The Bains later toured New 

Zealand briefly with Tom Pollard and returned to Australia playing the Birch and Carroll circuit once again. This was 

followed by another Fullers engagement at the Empire Theatre (Bris). 

Verna Bain's association with the Fullers saw her appear in the company's 1919 Christmas pantomime, Cinderella 

(Grand Opera House, Syd) as Snow Queen, leading the Theatre critic to write: "Miss Bain who - light of foot and 

expressive in gesture and face - must certainly be credited with the dancing honours of the show" (Jan. 1920, 23). She 

was engaged by Hugh D. McIntosh for the Tivoli circuit during 1921, appearing both in vaudeville and in musical 

comedies (notably the Melbourne season of Bran Pie ca. July). In December 1921 Bain was once again engaged for a 

Fullers' pantomime, with this being Dick Whittington (Grand Opera House, Syd). She continued working the 

company's circuit throughout much of the following year. After a season at the Melbourne Tivoli around 

October/November she returned to the Fullers at Christmas, appearing in the firm's Melbourne season of Dick 

Whittington. 1922 also saw her contracted to promote another product - Merclized Wax (GR: July 1922, 37). 

 Although few details of Verna Bain's career after 1922 have been identified, it is known that she spent some 

considerable time in New Zealand around 1924/25, performing in cabaret. Everyone's indicates in a May 1925 issue in 

this respect that the young Australian was contemplating a return to vaudeville (37). 
 

FURTHER RESEARCH 
"Dancing Star, A."  Fuller News Dec/Jan. (1921/22), 22. 

 

 

 

HARRY BARRINGTON 
 

Singer, interlocutor, stage manager, manager and entrepreneur. Largely associated with Frank Smith 

at the Alhambra Music Hall in Sydney (1884-92) and Harry Rickards (Tivoli Theatre, Sydney) 
between 1898 and 1912. Barrington operated his own variety companies in Sydney during the mid-
1890s and between 1913 and ca.1915. 

 

          A popular baritone who specialised in ballads, patriotic 

and martial songs, Harry Barrington's reputation as a reliable 

stage manager saw him undertake this position throughout 

much of his career. Although no details of his career prior to 

1884 have been located to date, Barrington's position as the 

Alhambra Company's interlocutor in 1885 indicates that he 

was by then an experienced variety performer. Believed to 

have been engaged exclusively by Smith during the next ten 

years, Barrington also appeared regularly at the manager's 

other major venue, the Sir Joseph Bank Pavilion and Pleasure 

Grounds (Botany). During his tenure with Smith, Barrington 

worked with most of the leading Australian-based vaudeville 

and minstrel artists of the era, including Edwin and Minnie 

Shipp (aka Minnie Hope), Charles Fanning, Harry Clay, Amy 

Rowe, Johnny Matlock and Johnny Cowan. Smith is believed 

to have employed Barrington as the Alhambra Theatre's stage 

manager from sometime around 1886/87 - with the position 

having been held by Edwin Ship for several years prior to that 

time. 
 

 

Harry Barrington 
Theatre Aug. 1913, 32. 

(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 
 

 

Barrington attempted his first foray into management following Frank Smith's decision to close down his 

operations at the Alhambra in early 1893. Barrington's company, which opened at the Alhambra Music Hall on 4 

February, included Americans George and Viola Fortesque (then touring the Antipodes). The company moved to the 

Opera House in May, with another change of venue occurring on 4 August 1894 when he set up operations at the 

School of Arts.  Harry Barrington's Variety and Burlesque Company by then comprised a number of leading Australian-

based performers - notably W. Horace Bent, Priscilla Verne, Florrie Forde, Martyn Hagan and Lucy Fraser, Dave 

Gardener and Johnny Matlock. His reputation and position within the industry was also such that Harry Rickards lent 
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several of his high profile performers to Barrington's farewell benefit on 29 September – notably Charles Fanning and 

the Bovis Brothers, along with General Mite (the world's smallest comic) and Americans Crawford and Mooney.  

 While details of Barrington's career between 1895 and 1897 are unknown at this stage, it is very likely that his 

activities were well known to Harry Rickards who offered him a contract in early 1898. By the following year 

Barrington was the Tivoli's stage manager, a position he held for almost fifteen years. His is known to have spent 

periods of time managing Rickards' Melbourne operations during that time, too. His employment with Rickards was not 

confined solely to management, however, with advertisements showing that he often took on the role of interlocutor in 

the first part minstrel programme. In 1900, for example, Barrington oversaw the proceedings in a troupe that included 

Alf Lawton and Joseph Watts (tambos), Gus Franks and Jack Williams (bones).  

      Harry Barrington left the Tivoli in 1913 and once again involved himself in entrepreneurial activities, returning to 

the Alhambra Music Hall later that same year with his own company. The Theatre notes in its December issue that 

Barrington "put on a first part which, allowing for the material at his disposal was never surpassed in any Sydney 

vaudeville house. Difficulties arose, however, in getting sufficient numbers at the Alhambra and it closed down as a 

vaudeville house opening for pictures" (Dec. 1913, 7). Undeterred, Harry Barrington's Variety Company opened up its 

own small circuit in Sydney the following year, with the venues including the popular Coronation Theatre in 

Leichhardt. Artists of the calibre of Nat Hanley, Wal Cottier, Shipp and Gaffney, Denis Carney, Olga Pennington, 

Harry Rocks appeared on the circuit during 1914, with Billy Cass, Wal Rockley, Tom Leonard, Lulu Eugene, Joe Rox 

and Lily Vockler being just some of the stellar artists engaged during 1915. The last record of Harry Barrington's career 

identified to date is that of manager at the Kensington Picture Palace in 1915. 
 

 

 

IKE BECK 
 

Ragtime singer, dancer, manager, entrepreneur. Often referred to as "The Fashion Plate." The first 
reference to Ike Beck found to date is in October 1916 at the Princess Theatre (Syd) where he 

performed a dance turn. Around mid-1917 he briefly joined forces with Bert Howard to operate Beck 
and Howard's Vaudeville Enterprises but by year's end had opened his own circuit in the Hunter 
Valley district. By 1918 Beck had divested himself of that enterprise, however. He is known to have 
shortly afterwards taken a company on tour through Queensland. Associated with Harry Clay as a 

performer during the period 1918-19, in addition to other B-level managements, by 1920 Beck had 
returned to management in the Newcastle and Hunter regions, establishing himself there with some 
success. Beck sold his circuit to Harry Clay in 1922, only to take it back a year or so later. 

 

 Although Ike Beck's stage career prior to 1916 has not yet been established, it appears that he had not been a 

professional performer for long. He nevertheless had sufficient talent to secure an engagement on the first-part 

vaudeville bill during Stiffy and Mo's first season at the Princess Theatre in October of 1916. The quality of his ragtime 

singing and hard-shoe dancing (tap), led Australian Variety to note as early as his third week at the Princess that "[Ike 

Beck] works with much more assurance; as a dancer he is in the A1 class; and gets a big applause for his clever work 

(25 Nov. 1916, n. pag.). By early 1917 he had become known as "The Fashion Plate," a title bestowed on him due to his 

stylish dress. In May that same year he made an appearance in an unidentified motion picture directed by Jack Garvin. 

The film also featured Fred Bluett (AV: 30 May 1917, n. pag.). The following month he installed himself as financial 

partner and co-manager for Bert ('The Droll') Howard's Sydney suburban circuit. Beck and Howard's Vaudeville 

Enterprises presented combined vaudeville and picture programmes in Redfern, Mascot, Leichhardt, Burwood and 

Rozelle, with the business operating out of 9 Commercial Chambers, 80 Bathurst Street, Sydney. It is not believed to 

have been Beck's first foray into entrepreneurial management, however. Australian Variety's 16 May issue notes, for 

example: 
 

Ike Beck is a comparative newcomer to vaudeville... Amongst the sporting fraternity Beck has a big following, 

and is popular with all. His taste for good dress is well-known, and he has often been referred to as "The Fashion 

Plate." As a vaudeville manager, he already displays a wide knowledge of what is needed, and as he is not afraid 

to invest capital in his various ventures there is every reason to believe that he will be eminently successful (n. 

pag). 
 

The partnership was short-lived, however. It seems that the two partners found they could no longer work together 

(perhaps in response to their vastly different natures), and severed their relationship around September 1917. Beck is 

known to have been engaged by Howard on the latter's Sydney circuit in 1919, which suggests that there was little 

animosity between the two men.  

 Following his split with Howard, Beck immediately set up his own Sydney circuit, with the principal venue being 

the Redfern Picture Gardens. Despite being relatively new to the variety business he still managed to engage some 

respectable names for his newly formed circuit, including Arthur Tauchert, Alf Edwards, Louie Duggan, Ted Tutty, Joe 

Charles and Emily Dani, and Kitchie and Kliftie. He was even accorded his own poem, published in Australian Variety 

(see Appendix I).  Shortly after starting his new venture (and while still continuing to run the Picture Palace), Beck 

made a move to extend his operations to the Newcastle area. Australian Variety records: "Ike Beck is a very busy man 

nowanights, particularly as he is extending his circuit to the Newcastle suburbs. In the meantime, the Redfern Picture 

Palace is the big draw for the pay-roll, and the other of Beck houses also report excellent business" (16 Nov. 1917, n. 

pag.). Now known as Ike Beck's Vaudeville Enterprises (and still run out of the same Bathurst street office), by the end 
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of the year he was reportedly doing "remarkably well around the Newcastle districts" (AV: 14 Dec. 1917, n. pag.). "Ike 

Beck is enjoying a spell in town prior to re-opening around the suburbs," wrote one industry commentator. "In the 

meantime his combination at Newcastle and the outlying districts is doing particularly fine, and Ike may now claim to 

have established a permanent circuit of houses there. Nobody is more deserving than this small-time manager, whose 

energy, perseverance and obliging manner is gradually bringing him to the fore" (AV: 8 Mar. 1918, n. pag.). Beck 

maintained his presence in the Hunter area until April 1918, at which time he sold his interests and undertook a tour of 

Queensland with a troupe that included Arthur Tauchert, Little Sadie (Gale), and the Coleman Sisters. After the tour 

ended he returned once more to performing, finding engagements with several Sydney-based companies over the next 

year or so, including Harry Clay. 

 It would appear that Beck was not content to remain a performer for long. By early 1919 he was once again 

operating a variety circuit, with Australian Variety reporting: "The artists who have just returned from the Ike Beck 

Circuit speak in glowing terms of the manner in which Ike treats them. 'One of the most comfortable and pleasant two 

weeks engagements I have ever had,' says Chady. A little bird off Jim White's hat tells us that Ike has started a No 

Three banking account. Well, Bo, you tried hard, and like Sir Robert Bruce, it looks as if you have won. Perseverance, 

ability and honesty of ‘purpose’ must win in the long run. Good luck" (28 Mar. 1919, 9). 

 Sometime around mid-1919 Beck once again returned to the Newcastle and Hunter area, and by August had a 

second company touring Northern NSW, including the towns of Werris Creek, Tamworth, Murrurundi, Narrabri, 

Gunnedah and Boggabri. His expansion also saw him running two companies in the Hunter by the end of the year, some 

of the artists on his books being Gale and Sadie, Porky Kearns, Shipp and Gaffney, Joe Archer and the Coleman Sisters 

(AV: 3 Sept. 1920, n. pag.). In March of 1922 Harry Clay took control of Beck's Hunter operations, including the towns 

of Cessnock, Wallsend, West Wallsend and Maitland. By April the following year, however, Beck was once again 

running the circuit. Ike Beck's career after 1923 is presently unclear, as are a number of other details regarding his life 

and his influence in the vaudeville industry. He can, however, be considered one of the more flamboyant of the smaller 

vaudeville managers, and one seemingly never satisfied with sitting still. 
 

 

 

W. HORACE BENT 
 

Australian comic, burlesque writer and comic orator. Born William Horace Bent in 1844. Regarded 

by most leading variety industry practitioners of his era as the greatest of all Australia's comedians, 
William Horace Bent's reputation was such that historians long believed that he was American. 
Possibly beginning his career in the mid to late 1860s, Bent appears to have first come to 
prominence around 1873 when he headlined a company run by R. G. Bachelder. He travelled to the 

USA in the mid-1870s and played engagements there including the 1876 Philadelphia Exhibition. 
Upon his return to Australia Bent toured with a company known as Cheevers, Kennedy and Bent's 
Minstrels (ca.1878) before teaming up with F. E. Hiscocks and later Kelly and Leon Minstrels. He 
also reunited with R. G. Bachelder to tour Bent and Bachelder's Anglo-American Christy Minstrels. It 

was with Hiscocks' Federal Minstrels (1883-1886, 1888), however, that Bent is largely associated. 
The undisputed leader of a company that boasted some of the most popular Australian-based 
performers of the era, he also wrote and directed many of the company's burlesques and farces. 
When Hiscocks' disbanded the Minstrels in 1889, Bent went on to headline companies run by 

leading entrepreneurs such as Frank M. Clark, J. Billin's US Minstrels (Melb), Dan Tracey, Harry 
Barrington, and Lawler and Morrison (Sydney Music Hall), as well as playing a season with Hiscocks 
London Pavilion Company (alongside Harry Clay and John Fuller Snr). As with many of his peers 
Bent's later life was one of poverty and ill health. After several years away from the stage Bent briefly 

returned to performing in 1899. He died in 1907. 
 

 In reporting the death of W. Horace Bent in Melbourne, the Theatre records that "twenty-five years ago he was a 

celebrity, known all over Australasia as a king of laughter-makers and a fellow of infinite jest. In his time as a corner 

man and stump speech artist he stood alone, and his name on a bill was sufficient for crowded houses. Latterly things 

had not been too good with him, more's the pity" (Oct. 1907, 9).  This sentiment was supported a number of years later 

when Australian-born theatrical entrepreneur, Harry Clay, said of Bent, "he was the greatest nigger comedian the world 

has had, and absolutely the funniest blank ever born…" Clay went on further to say that "except for a few comedians, 

the performers of the present time - in minstrel-work and vaudeville… are not to be compared with [those like W. H. 

Bent] of twenty years ago" (TT: Sept. 1914, 25). Indeed, critical appraisal of Bent throughout his career in Australia 

typically assumed his position as the leading comic on any bill. An 1895 review of the comic's performance, published 

in the Sydney Morning Herald, notes for example: "Horace Bent displayed much of the animation and power which 

some years since made him one of Australia's leading favourites. Mr Bent had several specialties, including the comic 

song "Oompah," descriptive of humour suggested by the playing of a trombone, and also an original sketch" (4 Nov. 

1895, 3). 

 Surprisingly little is still known of this highly acclaimed comedian despite him having worked the local stage for 

at least twenty years. It has been established that he was born William Horace Bent in Sydney sometime in 1844. While 

an exact location for his birth is not recorded on his birth certificate, his parents Andrew and Honorah Bent had given 

birth to a son, Andrew, the previous year, with this being recorded at the Parish of St James (Sydney).  The family are 

believed to have moved to Windsor (NSW) sometime afterwards, and hence Bent, according to a Bulletin article 

became a "native" of that area" (J.A.C. 9). Some confusion apparently surrounded his origins, as many believed that he 

hailed from Geelong. According to the same Bulletin article the family did move to that regional Victorian city, but only 
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in later years. Nevertheless it would appear that young Horace (Billy to his friends) did settle for some period on the 

"shores of Port Phillip" (9). Regarding the man himself, it has been said that he was well educated (even a classical 

scholar) who could fluently quote his baptismal namesake  - "him of the Odes and Satires" - but who was always in the 

burnt cork business, although he once or twice attempted, unsuccessfully, to essay comic opera.  "As he is Bent, so is he 

inclined" (SMH: 10 Oct. 1891, 2), was a common catch-phrase describing him, and from a number of reports it would 

appear that his off-stage personality was not unlike that which he projected in front of audiences. Several commentators 

have also indicated that Bent was a hypochondriac who "like most hygienic semi-cranks… usually enjoyed robust 

health." One report notes sympathetically that he did not recuperate well. As J.A.C., writing for the Bulletin records: "If 

anybody had anything the matter with him Billy was sure to have it too, and in a more aggravated form. On one 

occasion a friend gave him some pills to try: 'How many are a dose?' asked Billy. 'Two.' "Then I'll take six" (19 Sept. 

1907, 9).  

The first mention of W. Horace Bent appearing on the stage in Australia found to date is with the Christy's 

Minstrels in 1866, when they opening at Melbourne's Varieties Theatre on Christmas Eve. Advertising for that season 

indicates that the troupe comprised 13 talented performers – including all the original members: Mr A. Nish, Mr J. H. 

Melvin, T. Rainford, Mr N. W. La Feuillade, and Mr W. H. Bent ("the favourite comedian who [was] making his first 

appearance in Melbourne for three years" (ARG: 24 Dec. 1866, 8). While Bent was certainly not a member of the 

original American-based Christy's Minstrels, this reference suggests that he more than likely undertook an engagement 

with the troupe when they first toured Australia. Bent's next known engagement occurred in 1873 when he appeared 

with Bachelder's Colossean Pantoscope Mammoth Combination for the opening of its brief season at Sydney's School 

of Arts (27 Sept.). Advertising for that engagement records: "The accompanying lecture to the pantoscope will be 

delivered by Wm. Horace Bent, the inimitable polygraphist, who will [also] appear in songs and dances" (SMH: 27 

Sept. 1873, 4). For the company's final performances Bent's appeared in "The Six Ages of Man" and "The Twins" 

(SMH: 11 Oct. 1873, 4). Sometime around 1874-75 he travelled to America and undertook a tour with a troupe starring 

Kohler the Cornetist (Bent and Kohler's association is known to have gone back at least as early as 1866 when they both 

appeared with Christy's Minstrels in Melbourne). J.A.C. indicates that he not only made quite a hit in the US during the 

time of the Philadelphia Exhibition (1876), but also returned to Australia "intensely Amurrikan": 
 

One day standing outside the Opera House in Bourke Street, Melbourne, were "Jim" Kitts and George Leopold. 

Kitts was reading a Boston newspaper. To them approached Billy: "Hello, Jim," he said. "I see you're got a paper 

from hum; I dunno how it is, but I never get a paper from hum, naow." Well, that's strange," said Leopold; 

"there's a mail three times a day from Geelong" (9). 
 

Bent's next known Australian engagement occurred in 1877, when he appeared as one of the guest headline acts (along 

with R. W. Kohler) for the US Minstrels during their season at Melbourne's St George's Hall (7 Apr.) The following 

year Bent formed an association with J. E. Cheevers and E. Kennedy to tour Cheevers, Kennedy and Bent's Minstrels 

throughout Australia and New Zealand. Others in the troupe included singers T. Campbell and Vernon Reid and 

violinist Charles Austin (who later became music director for Frank Smith's Alhambra Theatre and Sir Joseph Banks 

Pavilion (Botany) operations. One of the company's highlights, as presented at the School of Arts (Syd) during the 

Christmas week, is said to have been the first part finale, All the World's a Stage, performed by Messrs. Bent, Campbell 

and Cheevers. The tour also saw Bent present his original sketches Making a Hit, in which he played Zed Doolittle, and 

Fooling with the Wrong Man as Slic Soclum. Two farces from this period, which were also possibly written by the 

comic, were: Old Grimes' Will and Portrait Painter. Among his other engagements the following year was top of the 

bill appearance at St George's Hall (Melb) beginning 2 February. One of the farces produced during Bent's time there, 

"He Would be an Actor," was likely written by him. 

In 1879 Bent was engaged by Hiscocks and Hayman for their Mammoth Minstrels Co, then also playing a season 

at the same Melbourne venue around September/October 1879. One of the works presented at this time was Julius the 

Snoozer which is believed to have most likely been written by Bent (he was still playing it with Frank Hiscocks some 

ten years later). While there still remains much to found concerning Horace Bent's movements and career during the 

1880s, a little is known of his whereabouts early and late in the decade. Over the period 1880/81, for example, he was 

engaged by Kelly and Leon's Minstrels. They played a lengthy season at St George's Hall (Melb). 1882 saw him again 

touring with R.G. Bacheldor, this time as Bent and Bachelder's Christy's Anglo-American Minstrels. The company then 

included Charles Hugo, Amy Rowe, and three performers who later appeared with Bent in Hisocks Federal Minstrels - 

Beaumont Read, W. A. (William) Ball and Sam Keenan.  Of the burlesque's known to have been staged by the company 

during this period those thought to have been written or adapted by Bent include: Bohemian Girl (after Michael Balfe's 

opera), and H.M.S. Pin-A-4 in Black, possibly adapted from an earlier burlesque of his simply titled H.M.S. Pin-A-4 

(1880). During this time, too, he staged possibly for the first time one of his most popular-ever musical farces, the old 

negro sketch Un Coup De Razoir (4 Mar.).  

 1883 saw Bent join F. E. Hiscocks newly formed Federal Minstrels and Specialty Union five weeks into its debut 

season at the Victoria Hall in Melbourne (21 Apr. - 24 Aug.). The troupe's original line-up featured Alf Lawton, Charles 

Heywood, George Lawless, Lou Braham, Edward Amery, George Turner, Irish comedians E. J. Kennedy and Charles 

McCarthy and musicians Nicholas La Feuillade (music director and violin) and Owen Conduit (piano). By the time the 

Federals arrived in Sydney in mid-September, however, it was clear that Bent had become the standout performer.  The 

nucleus of the troupe eventually comprised four performers regarded by most commentators of the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries as being unequalled in terms of their popularity with Australian audiences. These four - Bent, 

Beaumont Read, Sam Keenan and Alf Moynham - were supported, however, by a number of other significant minstrel 
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performers of that period, notably Thomas H. Rainford (ca.1883/4), J. S. Porter and W. A. Ball, along with foundation 

members Lou Brahm and Edward Amery. Among Bent's original works staged during the year were his lectures 

"Experiences of a Raw Correspondent" (26 May), "What is Art?" (9 June) and "A Comic History of England" (23 

June); sketches and farces like "The Strategist" (16 June), "The Lawyer's Clerk" (30 June), "He is Dead" (11 Aug.) and 

"Suburban Burglar" (18 Aug); and the burlesque, A Plucky Youth (21 July).
5
  

 Over the next six years the Federal Minstrels maintained a constant presence in Australia, making short tours to 

most major centres (particularly in the eastern states) between long seasons in Melbourne and Sydney. The troupe's 

1888 season at Sydney's Academy of Arts (21 Jan. - 7 Apr.) was followed, for example, by an engagement at 

Newcastle's Victoria Theatre (beginning 9 Apr.). Among the more popular burlesques staged by the troupe around this 

time was Yellow Novel Heroes (1888) which was likely written by Bent. In it he played the role of Salamander Sam (a 

champion sharp-shooter and trusty fellow of Big Foot Walka, the terror of the Red-Man). 

Although the Federal Minstrels were the leading local variety minstrel company operating in Australia at the time, 

Hiscocks disbanded the troupe in 1889, an error in judgment that may well have hastened his decline as an entrepreneur. 

It is possible that he sensed that after six years it had run its course of popularity. Certainly few other troupes, if any, 

had remained together in Australia with so few personnel changes for so long a period of time. In this respect the 

Federal Minstrels had maintained a fairly consistent line-up, in so far as its principals were concerned, since 1885.  

Hiscocks subsequently concentrated his efforts on a new combination, the London Pavilion Company, which initially 

boasted the talents of recent arrivals in Australia like John Fuller, Jolly John Nash and Morton and Sadler, and later 

local stars like Harry Clay. Unfortunately for Hiscocks, while that troupe was an immediate success, neither it nor any 

of his later companies were able to match the widespread appeal and longevity of the Federals.  Desperate to improve 

his fortunes in the increasingly difficult financial climate Hiscocks called on Horace Bent to join his new company, 

which Bent did towards the end of 1889. One of his original musical farces staged under Hiscocks' management during 

the Sydney season in early November was again Un Coup De Razoir. Bent ended his engagement with the company on 

18 November, however. For about a year or so from May 1890 he appeared under the management of J. Billin's, whose 

U.S. Minstrels, Specialty, Comedy, Variety and Burlesque Combination were ensconced at Melbourne's Victoria Hall.  

At Christmas the following year (1891), Bent joined the Cogills' Comedy Burlesque Company following the brothers' 

18 months enforced retirement due to bankruptcy. The troupe, which also featured Fanny Saroni opened its Sydney 

season at the Garrick with a "musical, farcical, whimsical burlesque in two acts" called The Brook, written or adapted 

by Bent and the Cogills. Following his first appearance, singing the comedy song, "Lucinda Mopps," Bent "vocalised, 

rhapsodised and parodised" his way through the feature entertainment as Chawles, the head waiter at the masquerade 

ball and following day's picnic (at the Brook) held by the wealthy Ponsoby Shrewby (SMH: 26 Dec. 1891, 2).   

 Horace Bent's first engagement with Dan Tracey's Minstrel, Vaudeville and Specialty Company was on 11 

February 1893 at Sydney's Gaiety Theatre. As usual he performed the corner man duties, presented several sketches per 

night and frequently a farce (one of these being Hollyhock on 25 Feb.). Following his appearance at Alf M. 

Hazlewood's benefit on 3 March Bent switched camps, performing for Hazlewood's company the following night. By 

late June he was again with Tracey after the American entrepreneur moved his operations down the road to the Opera 

House.  July 1894 saw him headline the bill during Harry Barrington's Variety and Burlesque Company's season at the 

(School of Arts, Sydney). The following month (4 Aug.) he took on the role of Dicky Chills in A Man's Revenge, the 

"graphic narrative spasm of domestic life" which also starred husband and wife society sketch artists Martyn Hagan (as 

Frankie Drummer) and Lucy Fraser (as his wife). In 1895 he began a season at the Sydney Music Hall (previously 

known as Lawler's Music Hall) under the management of W. P. Morrison, with this engagement lasting up until at least 

February the following year. During his engagement Bent presented a variety of original turns, lectures, farces and 

burlesques, some old and some new. 1897 saw Bent performing with the Great New Elite Burlesque and Specialty 

Company, a troupe run by the Bovis Brothers (Charles and Will), with this engagement including a season in Brisbane 

(Gaiety Theatre) around November. Also in the company were Harry Clay, Maud Fanning and Carlton and Sutton.
6
   

In August 1899, Harry Rickards gave "absolutely free of charge" his Tivoli Theatre (Syd) and the services of all 

his company for Grand Testimonial to this "old artist who for many years held a most prominent position on the 

vaudeville stage." Bent, at the time was described as being in "indigent circumstances" (SMH: 26 Aug. 1899, 2). The 

evening's entertainment saw the famous comic perform in two of his original creations from the past, these being his 

two most popular farcical sketches, The French Conductor (as Cheoniffiuri) and Un Coup De Razoir (as Peter).
7
 

Bent's physical recovery must have been aided by the Rickards testimonial because barely two months later, beginning 

21 October 1899, he was in Melbourne engaged for what was described as an "engagement extraordinary" by the 

management of the People's Concerts. The advertising promoted his performance as the "Unapproachable Ethiopian 

Character Representative, in Words, Warblings and Recitations" (21 Oct. 1899, 12). 

 Horace Bent's creative output of burlesques and comic sketches is believed to have been much greater than the 

current biography is able to show, mostly because authorship was rarely identified in newspaper advertising and 

reviews. Nevertheless Bent's name is attached to a larger number of productions than most of his contemporaries, apart 

from say the Cogill Brothers. This is perhaps a consequence of the draw power of his name. A keen observer of human 

foibles, Bent's comic sketches invariably concentrated on the farcical aspects of human nature within everyday 

                                                           
5  The company transferred to the Gaiety Theatre on 13 October, a month after its debut Sydney season began at the Masoinic Hall. One notable 

production staged during 1883 was Charles Heywood's The Sorceress; Or, The Bird Charmer. A specialist soprano and bird charner, Heywood 

concluded the sketch with a flock of real birds being released in the hall and brought back under his control. Bent played the part of Joe Sniggles. 
6      This company is not the same as a similarly named troupe run by Delohery, Craydon and Holland which toured Queensland ca.1898/99. 
7      Wal Cottier staged a musical sketch called The French Conductor in June 1910 (Alhambra Music Hall, Syd), and claimed this as his own 

creation. Whether the two pieces were related is unclear. 
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situations, although he was not indisposed towards exotic locations when so called upon. One of his most frequently 

requested original sketches during the 1880s was The Lawyer's Clerk, which is known to have been staged as early as 

1878 during the Cheevers, Kennedy and Bent tour. Other known sketches, aside from The French Conductor and Un 

Coup De Razoir include: Patients (1882), The Sleep Walker (1882), Am-U-Let (1885), with Bent as Jasper, and 

Cupidity (1888). The farces and comediettas established as having been written by Bent are: Pneumatic Eradicator 

(1878); Suburban Burglar, He is Dead, The Strategist and Suburban Burglar (all 1883); New Guinea Annexed 

(farce, 1884), Refused for the Sudan (farce, 1885), Deuce Beats the Ace (sketch, 1886), The Untamed Savage (farce, 

Alhambra, Syd 1892); Hollyhock (farce, 1893).  

 It was the comic lecture (or "stump speech" as it was referred to in America) that allowed Bent rise above his 

peers and remain unmatched during his lifetime. These monologues were often a forum for Bent's political or social 

commentary, which he wrapped up in satire as means of highlighting the ridiculous. No subject or issue was safe, 

however. Essentially a high profile larrikin with the keen awareness of an intellectual, his particular forte was to pull 

down figures and institutions of authority. Some of his better-known "soul-stirring" lectures include: "The 

Reminiscences of a Raw Correspondent" (1883), "The Comic Discourse: An Analysis of a Nursery Rhyme," "What is 

Art," "Old Mother Hubbard" (1886) and "A History of England." The latter is known to have been staged during one of 

his rare appearances on a Picturesque Concert bill (22 March 1890), with these semi-regular entertainments then being 

staged at the School of Arts (Syd). It has been established that a number of Bent's farces, burlesques and comediettas 

were staged by other companies over the years. Whether this was done with his permission has not been established, 

although it is quite likely that it seldom was sought or granted. Those works known to have been staged by others 

include: The Soapboilers Picnic (aka A Trip to Manly and the Soapboilers Picnic), staged by the Elite Theatre 

Company in 1898 (Theatre Royal, Perth, 5 May). Walter Cottier is also known to have been presenting The French 

Conductor at the Alhambra (Syd) as late as June 1910 (TT: July 1910, 16). 
 
MUSIC THEATRE WORKS:   

H.M.S. PIN-A-4 [burlesque] Txt Adapt. W. Horace Bent; Mus. Arthur Sullivan (1880); H.M.S. PIN-A-4 IN BLACK  [burlesque] Txt Adapt. W. 

Horace Bent; Mus. Arthur Sullivan (1882); A PLUCKY YOUTH [burlesque] Txt. W. Horace Bent; Mus. [n/e] (1883); HARLEQUIN BLACK 

BLUEBEARD  [pantomime]  Lib. W. Horace Bent; Mus. [n/e] (1884); A TRIP TO MANLY AND THE SOAPBOILERS' PICNIC (aka FUN ON 

THE BRIGHTON) [burlesque] Txt Adapt. W. Horace Bent (after John F. Sheridan); Mus. [n/e] (1884); A KNIGHT OF THE BUFFS [burlesque]  

Txt. Sam Keenan and W. Horace Bent; Mus. [n/e] (1884);  HARLEQUIN BLACK 'HIDE' SUSAN AND HER PLAIN BILL  [pantomime]  Lib. W. 
Horace Bent (after Douglas Jerrold); Mus. [n/e] (1885); H. M. S. HOPPER BARGE PIN-A-4 [burlesque]  Txt. W. Horace Bent et al; Mus. [n/e] 

(1885); LONE-GRIN  [burlesque]  Txt Adapt. W. Horace Bent (after Richard Wagner); Mus. [n/e] (1885);  ON STRIKE [burlesque] Txt. W. Horace 

Bent; Mus. [n/e] (1891); ROBBERY UNDER ARMS (aka ROBBERY OVER ARMS) [burlesque] Txt. W. Horace Bent; Mus. [n/e] (1891); THE ART 

STUDENT [burlesque] Txt. W. Horace Bent; Mus. [n/e] (1891); UNDER THE GASLIGHT [burlesque] Txt. W. Horace Bent; Mus. [n/e] (1891); 

THE BROOK [burlesque] Txt. Charles W. Cogill, Harry P. Cogill, W. Horace Bent; Mus. [n/e] (1891). 
 
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

"Amusements."  SMH: 23 Dec. (1878), 5.       [rnib] 

"Hiscocks Minstrels."  BC: 11 May 1886, 5.      [rnib] 
"Horace Bent - Matinee Benefit." SMH: 30 Aug. (1899), 2.                            [see also rev. - "Mr Horace Bent's Benefit."  SMH: 31 Aug. 1899, 3] 

J.A.C. "Poverty Point."  B: 19 Sept. (1907), 9. 

"Poverty Point."  B: 12 Sept. (1907), 9. 
"Sydney Music Hall."  SMH: 4 Nov. (1895), 3.      [rnib] 

 

 

 

ELTON BLACK 
 

Scottish born comedian, singer, director, manager, librettist, writer. Possibly born in Glasgow, 

Elton Black began career as a professional actor in Scotland. His first engagements in Australia 
were with in the early 1900s with I. E. Cole and later with Kate Howarde (ca. 1904 to ca. 1915). 
Black and Howarde married sometime during this period. He performed a variety turn with Bel 
Bronte for the Brennan-Fuller organisation in 1913 and co-ran the Elton Black-Kate Howarde 

Revue Company ca. 1915 on the Fullers' circuit (this became the Elton Black Revue Company in 
1916). Black was contracted to the Fullers and Harry Clay between 1916 and 1919. He became a 
member of the Walter Johnson Revue Company (Cremorne Theatre, Bris, 1919-20). He appeared at 
the Shaftsbury Theatre, Perth ca. 1921 and operated the Billy Maloney/Elton Black Town Topics 

Company ca. 1924 before travelling overseas for two years to work circuits in America, England 
and South Africa. After returning to Australia in 1926 he appeared on the Fullers New Zealand 
circuit, and then later in Australia toured briefly with G. Gayle Wyer's Bandbox Revue Co. In 1928 
he toured his own troupe, Elton Black's Town Topics Co, on the Clay circuit. His last known 

appearances to date were in 1929 and 1930 when he toured the Elton Black and Cyril Northcote 
London Revels Company. 

 

 Elton Black made his first appearance on the stage in Scotland as a boy soprano with the Titwood Minstrels, 

which were then playing a season at the Glasgow City Hall. His first professional engagement was as Hamish in Rob 

Roy at the Princess Theatre, Glasgow. In the cast was John Clyde (father of Jean Clyde of "Bunty" fame). Black 

claimed that during his early career he sang on the same bills as Scottish stars Harry Lauder and Jessie McLaughlan. 

One of his first engagements in Australia was possibly with I. E. Cole's Bohemian Dramatic Company (Garlick 164). 

He was engaged by Kate Howarde for her dramatic company sometime around 1904. According to Barbara Garlick the 

pair later married, with Black becoming Howarde's second husband (164). His first recorded appearance with 

Howarde's company found to date was in Perth late in 1904, but it is likely that he had been with the troupe for at least a 



 

 731 

 

 

short period prior to that engagement. The company opened in Perth on 26 November, staging a variety of works. 

Black's roles included that of the Reverend Meekin in For the Term of His Natural Life and as Larry Larkspur in 

When the Tide Rises.   

Although Black's whereabouts between 1905 and 1909 have not yet been established, Garlick cites an article in 

the Illustrated Sporting and Dramatic News of 10 June 1909 (19) postulates that Black travelled to the USA with 

Howarde around 1906 (164). Michelle Ballard notes in the Companion to Theatre in Australia that Howarde remained 

overseas for some five years (1906-1911), including a period in England. It has also been determined by Garlick that the 

pair toured Queensland in late 1909, suggesting that if Howarde's time overseas was indeed five years then she would 

have left around 1905. Upon returning to Australia in 1911 Howarde took over the lease of the National Theatre, 

Balmain, where she staged a pot pourri entertainment which ranged from dramatic sketches and dramas to burlesque, 

musical interludes and vaudeville acts. While Black has not yet been linked with the Balmain theatre it is likely that he 

appeared there at some stage. In 1913 Black was contracted to the Fuller's circuit. Advertising for the National 

Amphitheatre around July that year indicates that he appeared with Bel Bronte as "cosmopolitan sketch artists in a new 

American travesty" (SMH: 5 July 1913, 2). 
 

 

        Some two years later he and Howarde toured their own revusical 

company for the Fullers, staging such productions as Catch On. Set on the 

deck of a boat in Sydney Harbour, with most of the male characters 

dressed in naval uniforms, the narrative of that revusical includes a 

courtroom scene, in which a prisoner is being tried by a magistrate. Elton 

Black is also said to have incorporated an impersonation of Scottish 

comedian Harry Lauder into his role. "Except that his face is a little thin, 

Mr Black gets wonderfully near the Scotch comedian," writes the 

Theatre's critic. "If anything he is in his singing even a closer approach to 

Mr Lauder… [It] is an excellent representation of the world-renowned 

performer that he gives - by far the finest that theatregoers in this part of 

the world have yet seen" (45). A strong patriotic sensibility was 

incorporated into the story line particularly in songs such as "Our Boys" 

and "Australia Will Lend a Hand." The company during this period 

included variety performers who later went on to greater success on the 

national stage. These included Peter Brooks and Clifford O'Keefe (both 

later with Stiffy and Mo), Billy Maloney, and Pearl Livingstone. 
 

 

 
 

Elton Black 
As Charlie Chaplin 

Theatre Nov. 1913, 9. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 

 In 1916 Howarde left the troupe and returned to Sydney to continue running her operations at the National Theatre 

in Balmain. It is possible that despite her considerable reputation as an dramatic actress Howarde was unable to make 

the transition to variety entertainer, and was not prepared to tarnish her career by continuing in that line of work. The 

Theatre magazine points to this possibility in a September review of Catch On: 
 

Kate Howarde doesn't scintillate - at any rate not in vaudeville… To me [Howarde] is a conundrum. She may be a 

good business-woman, and have stage experience that is of the greatest service to her in the producing line. But 

while the stage mannerisms of anything of a half part review to a five act drama may not be beyond her, she does 

not appear to be able to stage manage her individual self. Otherwise what is the explanation for her appearance in 

Catch On? - a class of work for which, in my opinion, she has absolutely no qualifications whatsoever. Miss 

Howarde should put some other girl in her place. The revue could not fail to be the better for it if she did (45). 
 

While Howarde's name appears in promotional items for the company's New Zealand tour in late 1915, interestingly the 

troupe was by then being referred to simply as the Elton Black Revue Company (TT: Nov. 1915, 47). An Australian 

Variety reference to the company's artists in its 29 December 1915 issue, and which applauds Black's impersonations of 

Harry Lauder and Charlie Chaplin, makes no mention of Howarde, suggesting that she by then departed from the troupe 

(Pakeha n. pag.).  

After returning to Australia in 1916 after the New Zealand tour ended, Black took up an engagement with Harry 

Clay at the Newtown Bridge Theatre (Syd). His company in October that year included such well-known artists as Bert 

Corrie, Doris Tindall, Joe Verne, Wal Rockley, Billy Maloney, and the Three Starrs. The following year he began a 

lengthy contract with the Fullers. Among his early engagements were the National Amphitheatre (Syd) around 

September and the Empire Theatre (Bris) in November. Descriptions of his turns around this time include the following: 
 

His Scottish comedy gets no end of laughs, particularly from the feminine portion of the audience by his imitation 

of a woman undressing preparatory to going into the surf. At the National (Sydney) on September 10 Mr Black 

was so applauded that the next turn could not for some moments be proceeded with, despite the fact that the 

front-cloth went up for it, and the performers were the well-billed Americans Rio and Helmar  (TT: Oct. 1917, 

33). 
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Elton Black is a tuneful singer with a decided sense of humour in his dancing and attitudinising. Our teacher, 

remarks Mr Black in reference to his school days was "an awfully mean man. He talked through his nose so that 

he wouldn't wear out his teeth." The teacher asked Mr Black "Where is Jerusalem?" His answer was "Where it's 

always been." Mr Black undertook to prove to his teacher that he did know the difference between "N," "U" and 

"I." An "N" proceeded Mr Black can lay an egg; but neither "U" nor "I" can. Mr Black has a song hit "Those 

Happy Days." Three of the lines:- 

Squatters from the Riverina 

Never tried to load a steamer 

In those happy days that seem so far away.     

       (TT: Nov. 1917, 32) 

 

 In August 1919 Black teamed up Walter Johnson, who was then running his own revue company at the Cremorne 

Theatre (Bris) under the auspices of John N. McCallum. The troupe, which featured Billy Maloney, Yorke Gray, Alice 

Bennetto and music director, Fred Whaite (son of leading Australian scenic artist, Harry Whaite), presented a mixture 

of vaudeville, costume comedy, revusical, musical scenas and musical comedies.
8
  Notable productions during 1919 

included the revusicals The Rajah of Dampoor, Castles in Corsica, The Seminary Girls, The Midnight Club and 

Punchinello (written by Yorke Gray). The company also staged a musical comedy written by Fred Whaite entitled The 

Girl of Seville, while Elton Black's pantomime Robinson Crusoe was presented as the Cremorne's Christmas 

extravaganza. After Johnson departed from the Cremorne in 1920, the company became known as McCallum's Town 

Topics. Black's popularity with Brisbane audiences was such that he remained with McCallum until early 1921. One of 

his final extravaganzas staged under McCallum's management was the 1920/21 Christmas pantomime, Cinderella, 

which the Brisbane Courier described as a "brilliant success [that] not only reflects credit upon McCallum's judgement 

and enterprise… [but] affords his versatile Town Topics Company a rich opportunity to display its powers." The same 

critic notes in relation to Black's libretto that "following modern tendencies, which have almost developed into an 

accepted tradition, the plot was of course more apparent than real." There were, however, apparently enough comedy 

sequences (of the broadest humour) interspersed throughout the production to make it a hit ("Cinderella" 7). Following 

the successful season of pantomime Black left the Cremorne and by April 1921 was appearing at the Shaftsbury Theatre 

in Perth. Late that same year he was cast as the dame, Mrs Bumble, in the Fullers' pantomime, Dick Whittington 

(Palace Theatre, 23 Dec.), and revived the role in Melbourne the following Christmas (Palace Theatre). 

 Elton Black's career movements over the next few years remain somewhat unclear. His name is next identified 

with comedian Billy Maloney for a season of vaudeville at the Palace Theatre (Syd) under the management of J. and N. 

Tait (beginning 24 May 1924). The season was relatively successful for Maloney and Black's Town Topics Company, 

although not surprisingly it did not appeal entirely to the Bulletin's theatre critic. The magazine's 29 May issue noted, 

for example, that the show was essentially "a re-hash of songs popular for the last year or more and gags that are moth-

eaten here and there." The critic did on the other hand express some favourable comment, indicating that the production 

was nevertheless "bright and goes with a swing - and that's all to the credit of the young men and women who make the 

songs and turns as good as new" (34).
9
  The troupe appears to have included a number of other performers previously 

associated with the Walter Johnston/John N. McCallum period - namely Alice Bennetto and Lou Vernon. Shortly 

afterwards he left Australia for two years, taking up engagements on circuits in the United States, Great Britain and 

South Africa (BC: 29 May 1926, 22). 

 The late 1920s saw Black engaged both as solo artist, principal comedian and company leader on a number of 

circuits in Australia including the Fullers (New Zealand ca. Nov. 1926 / Empire Theatre, Brisbane c May/June 1926 / 

Bijou  Theatre, Melbourne; ca. May 1927) and on Harry Clay's Sydney suburban circuit during 1828 (with Elton 

Black's Town Topics Company).  During 1926 he also appeared with G. Gayle Wyer's Bandbox Revue Company, 

taking over the roles previously played by Walter Cornick. The last currently known reference to Black is the 1929 

London Revels Company tour of Queensland (see Charters Towers 29 Oct.) Managed by Black and Cyril Northcote, the 

company also included George Wallace's old partner Jack "Dinks" Patterson and his wife Trixie Ireland.   

 Regarded as a fine comic singer and impersonator, and invariably billed as "the Scotch Comic," Elton Black is 

typical of the upper level Australian performer of the post-WWI era - notable for his versatility and capacity to continue 

working in the upper echelons of the local industry for more than two decades. While it is possible that he returned to 

the UK and perhaps played engagements in his homeland of Scotland, Black's career is mostly identified with Australia 

and New Zealand.  
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS:   
CATCH ON  [revusical]  Txt. Elton Black and Kate Howard; Mus. [n/e] (1915);  IN TOKYO  [revusical]  Txt. Elton Black; Mus. [n/e] (1916);  OH 

YOKOHAMA  [revusical]  Txt. Elton Black; Mus. [n/e] (1916);  A SURE THING   [revusical]  Txt. Elton Black; Mus. [n/e] (1916);  ROBINSON 

CRUSOE [pantomime]  Lib. Elton Black; Mus. Fred C. Whaite (1919);  CINDERELLA  [pantomime]  Lib/Mus incl. Elton Black [n/e] (1920); 
 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 

"Cinderella at Cremorne." BC: 18 Dec. (1920), 7. 
"Elton Black-Kate Howarde Revue Catch On, The."  TT: Sept. (1915), 45. 

Garlic, Barbara.  "Australian Travelling Theatre 1890 - 1935" (1994). 

"Music and Drama." BC: 29 May (1926), 19.      [rnib]   
"Music, Drama and Pictures." BC: 1 Nov. (1919), 16.      

Pakeha. "Maoriland Memos."  AV: 29 Dec. (1915), n. pag.      [rnib] 

                                                           
8      The Nat Phillips Collection, Fryer Library (University of Queensland) holds a number of running order sheets for this season and documents 

relating to Elton Black's pantomime Robinson Crusoe. See John N. McCallum file (UQFL; Box 7) 
9     See Chapter 5 in this thesis for an investigation into the Bulletin's anti-variety bias.   
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GROSVENOR BUNSTER 
 

Journalist, author, poet, playwright. Born 29 May, 1837 in Hobart Tasmania. A journalist whose career unfolded 

in Sydney and Melbourne, Grosvenor Bunter contributed numerous short stories to the Australian Journal, among other 

periodicals. His first known published work, "Nobody's Child: How it was Found in a Cable," (prose) appeared in the 

Australian Journal in 1867 as part of a series called 'Vagabond Sketches.' The other two related works were: "Nobody's 

Child: How it Grew Up" and "Nobody's Child: How it Found its Mother." A novel, Henstone's Revenge, was published 

in 1896. His stories ranged from adventure and travel to romance. Bunster also wrote at least three theatrical 

productions which were staged in Australia. One of these was The Belle of Woolloomooloo; Or, The Wooer, the 

Waitress and the Willian [sic], a musical burlesque of H.T. Arnold's play The Belle of the Barley Mow (1867).  

Containing an operatic-style score arranged by G. B. Allen, it was staged at Sydney's Masonic Hall in 1872. The other 

two works were a sketch, Quarantine (1872) and a three act comedy drama titled Class (1878), described by Margaret 

Williams as "certainly the most sophisticated Australian comedy of its period" (96).  Bunster died in 1904 in Prahan, 

Victoria. 
 

MUSIC THEATRE: 

THE BELLE OF WOOLLOOMOOLOO  [burlesque]  Txt Adapt. Grosvenor Bunster (from H.T. Arnold); Mus Adapt. G.B. Allan (1872). 
 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 

Williams, Margaret.  Australia on the Popular Stage. (1983), 94-6. 

 

 

 

LEON CARON 
 

French-born composer, music director, musician. Born in Boulogne-su-Mer, near Calais (France), 
on 14 January 1850. One of  the leading conductors and theatre composers working in Australia 
during the last decades of the 19th century, Caron came to Australia in the late 1870s and soon 
afterwards took up a position as conductor with W. S. Lyster's Opera Company. It was as music 

director for J. C. Williamson's Royal Comic Opera Company, however, that Caron is most 
associated. He joined Williamson in 1889 and maintained an association with the company until 
his death in 1905. During his career in Australia Caron was associated with a number of other 
high profile companies, dramatists and performers including Garnet Walch, George Musgrove, 

Alfred Cellier, the Montague-Turner Opera Company, Farley's English Opera Company, Francis 
Hart and Sir William Robinson, and Nellie Stewart. He wrote the music for such pantomimes as 
Djin Djin, Matsa and Australis; Or, The City of Zero, while also composing his own works - including 

string quartets; a choral symphony, a violin concerto; and several orchestral works.  Caron died in 
1905. 

 

  A talented violinist, who took up music very much against the wishes of his parents, Leon Caron was sent by the 

Boulogne Municipal Council to study at the Paris Conservatoire in the late 1860s. It was here that he became a pupil of 

Guilmant, the noted organist. In 1870 he was one of three musicians short-listed for the Grand Prix de Rome, at that 

time one of the most valuable musical prizes on offer. The award was cancelled that year, however, when the Franco-

Prussian war broke out, and thus dashed his chances of winning it. The war also led Caron to seek refuge in London, 

where he subsequently found himself engaged as a violinist for the Jules Riviére Orchestra at the Alhambra Theatre in 

London. In 1872 he travelled to America and accepted a position with the French Opera in New Orleans. He later joined 

the Theodore Thomas Orchestra, touring the United States until the group disbanded after playing the 1876 Philadelphia 

Exhibition. Shortly afterwards he travelled to Australia, arriving in the country in December that year. Settling in 

Melbourne his first musical engagement is believed to have been as a solo violinist at the Melbourne Opera House. This 

led to him being offered the position of violinist and part time conductor for William Lyster's Opera Company. By 1879 

he was the company's regular conductor. 1879 also saw him performed in the orchestra for Garnet Walch's pantomime, 

Babes in the Wood, staged at the Theatre Royal (Melb). 

 In 1880 Caron won a competition held during the Melbourne International Exhibition for his cantata Victoria. It 

was subsequently used to open the exhibition, and involved a 1,000 strong chorus and orchestra of 125 musicians. 

During the early 1880s he conducted and arranged a number of opera productions for the Montague-Turner Opera 

Company (which came to Australia initially under the auspices of Lyster) and Farley's English Opera Company 

(Sydney 1886).  While in Sydney during June 1881 Caron nearly drowned when he slipped from rocks on Sydney 

Harbour at Tennyson. Rescued by Government Printing Office employee, Caron penned a poem in his honour. The 

piece was published in the Bulletin the following week (18 June 1881, 8).  The conductor appears to have settled more 

or less permanently in Sydney by 1885. Along with several other prominent Sydney-based musicians Caron founded the 

city's Orpheus Club (1887-91), which held promenade concerts and private soirées.  Between 1887 and 1888 he found 

engagements as music director for F. E. Hiscocks (Academy of Music, 1887); B.N. Jones (Opera House, 1887); and 

John Solomon (Criterion Theatre, 1888). During this period he worked with celebrated variety performers like father 

and son vocalists Edward and Arthur Farley; and W. Horace Bent Louis Brahm, Beaumont Read and J. S. Porter (of 

Hiscocks Federal Minstrels fame). On 14 March 1888, too, he premiered another of his classical works, the National 

Cantata, as part of the centenary celebrations (the cantata was revived in Melbourne in 1972).  

Caron joined J. C. Williamson's Royal Comic Opera Company in 1889 as Music Director and went on to conduct 

many music theatre productions for the firm, including the numerous Gilbert and Sullivan operettas, and other works 
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such as Marjorie, The Old Guard, and The Merry Monarch. He also conducted the first professional production of Sir 

William Robinson and Francis Hart's operetta Predatoros. Starring Nellie Stewart it was presented by Williamson and 

Musgrove at the Princess's Theatre (Melb) in November 1894. In later years he conducted such prominent productions 

as The French Maid (1898), Alfred Cellier's Dorothy (1898), The Geisha (1899), Audren and Sturgess's La Poupee 

(1899) and Florodora (1900). His "Bird Ballet' was included in Williamson's 1897 pantomime, Babes in the Wood 

(Her Majesty's Theatre, Sydney). Caron also directed the incidental music for many of Williamson's straight theatre 

works including, for example, The Silver King (1898) and The Manxman (1898).   

 

 
 

      A good deal of Leon Caron's work was published in 

Australia, the examination of which has lead to him being 

generally regarded as a composer of real, if minor, talent, and 

a polished craftsman. In this regard it might be argued that 

Caron's most successful compositions were for the 

pantomimes staged by J. C. Williamson, notably Djin Djin 

(1895) and Matsa (1896). However, he also wrote other 

music forms including three string quartets; a choral 

symphony (Symphonie Poéme I'Idéal); a violin concerto; and 

several orchestral works, including Souvenir Patriotique; Or 

An Episode of '93 (which evokes the mood of a mob of 

revolutionaries in Marseillaise), and Birds of the Forest, an 

overture described in the Sydney Morning Herald as a 

"vivacious pastoral" (29 Apr. 1899, 4).  An opera Mata-Mati 

was completed but has never been performed. Other 

compositions of note include "Invocation To Love" written 

especially for Nellie Stewart in her lead role in the operetta 

Mam'zelle Nitouche - staged by Williamson and Musgrove's 

Royal Comic Opera Company at the Lyceum Theatre in 

Sydney (8-14 June 1895) - and an accompanying waltz for the 

production "Gavotte Fantastique" (aka "Nitouche Galop"). 

The same year other of his songs, "My Wedding Day" 

received much success. Advertised as the "rage of 

Melbourne" by publisher H. J. Samuel, it was first performed 

by request in Sydney by Laura A. Carr during a Fisk Jubilee 

Singers' concert at Centenary Hall on Easter Monday. 
 

Leon Caron 
Theatre 15 Aug. 1905, 10. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 

 In 1899 Caron was granted six months leave by Williamson so as to be able to return to France in order to visit his 

aging mother. Following a well-supported testimonial Caron sailed for Europe, where he also planned to immerse 

himself in all the latest music on offer. He returned by the end of the year at which point he again took up duties as the 

Firm's senior music director and conductor. In February 1905, while conducting a season of Gilbert and Sullivan for 

Williamson's Repertoire Company, Caron suffered the first of several heart attacks.  Sometime that year, however, he 

again took to the stage, with his final ever appearance in Australia being a concert in which Dolly Castles and Alexia 

Bassian made their debuts.  Against medical advice he toured with the company to New Zealand, but was forced to 

return in May due to his poor health. His place was taken by seasoned Sydney music director, Auguste W. Juncker. 

Interestingly, despite the fact that Caron had never met either Gilbert or Sullivan his long study of their operettas had 

not gone unnoticed by the either collaborator. According to the West Australian, Sir Arthur Sullivan had instructed his 

executors shortly before his death to forward a memorandum to Caron thanking him for him for all he had done to 

present the works in their best light ("Musical and Dramatic Notes" WA: 5 June 1905, 4). 

 Leon Caron died on the 29
th

 of May at Sydney's Gresham Hotel, and was buried at Waverly Cemetery after a large 

and spectacular funeral procession. "The funeral," wrote a Theatre representative "was the largest [this] writer has seen 

since that of Sir Henry Parkes" (1 June 1905, 17). He was survived by his second wife, Eliza (nee Sherwin, a relation of 

the "Tasmanian Nightingale," Amy Sherwin) and a daughter, Irma. Madame Caron, was herself well-known in Sydney 

musical circles as a long-established teacher of singing. She and Irma, who from an early age had appeared in theatrical 

productions in Australia, left for London in August of 1905 to follow through with Caron's wish that his daughter 

receive Continental musical training. Irma eventually entered the Dresden Conservatorium of Music, where she studied 

violin, piano and singing. Some eight years later Madame Caron and her daughter returned to Australia so that Irma 

might re-enter the theatrical profession in her home country. They are believed to have resided in Melbourne for some 

time. Irma was engaged for the Melbourne revival of the musical comedy, Stop Your Nonsense (produced by Beaumont 

Smith and Leslie Hoskins at the King's Theatre, beginning 18 December). The Age critic notes that her singing was far 

above the average for that class of work and that her appearance in any musical comedy was bound to assure ample 

success (20 Dec. 1915, 9). 
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MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 
DJIN DJIN THE JAPANESE BOGIE-MAN  [pantomime]  Lib. Bert Royle and J.C. Williamson;  Mus. Leon Caron (1895); MATSA: QUEEN OF 

FIRE [pantomime]  Lib. Bert Royle and J.C. Williamson; Mus. Leon Caron (1896); ALI  BABA AND THE FORTY THIEVES  [pantomime]  Lib. 

Arthur H. Adams; Mus. [n/e]; Add Mus. Leon Caron, Alfred Hill and George Pack (1898);  LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD [pantomime]   Lib. 
Bernard Espinasse; Mus. Leon Caron and F.W. Weierter (1899); AUSTRALIS; OR, THE CITY OF ZERO  [pantomime]  Lib. Bernard Espinasse 

and J.C. Williamson; Mus. Leon Caron and F.W. Weierter (1900); DICK WHITTINGTON AND HIS CAT [pantomime]  Lib. William Wade; Add 

Lib. Harry Taylor; Mus. [n/e]; Orig Mus. Leon Caron (1902); MATA-MATI  [opera] Txt. [n/e]; Mus. Leon Caron (n. perf). 
   

FURTHER REFERENCE: 

Brewer, F.C. Drama and Music in New South Wales, The.  (1892), n. pag. 
"Caron Concert, The."  DT: 7 Sept. (1885), 6. 

Death of M. Leon Caron."  A:  30 May (1905), 4.  

Gyger, Alison.  Opera for the Antipodes.  (1990), 6-21. 
Hince, Kenneth. ADB: 3 (1969), 357. 

Humphrey's, H.M. (ed). Men of the Time in Australia. (1882).      [rnib] 

"Leon Caron Matinee, The."  SMH: 29 Apr. (1899), 4. 
"Lyceum - Mam'zelle Nitouche."  SMH: 3 June (1895), 5. 

"M. Leon Caron."  TT: 1 June (1905), 17. 

"M. Leon Caron's Matinee." SMH: 7 Sept. (1885), 5. 
"M. Leon Caron's Benefit Concert." SMH: 20 Mar. (1886), 11. 

"Musical and Dramatic Notes."  SMH: 15 Apr. (1899), 4. 

"Musical and Dramatic Notes."  SMH: 2 Sept. (1899), 4. 
"Musical and Dramatic Notes."  WA: 5 June (1905), 4. 

"Music and Drama."  BC: 10 June (1905), 10. 

"Music and Drama."  SMH: 8 Feb. (1913), 4. 
Orchard, W. Arundall.  Music in Australia.  (1952).      [rnib] 

"Personal." SMH: 30 May (1905), 6.   
Royale, Jennifer.  OCAM (1997), 101.           [see also Montague-Turner Opera Company, 388] 

TT: 15 Aug. (1905), 17.  Photograph.     [rnib] 

Wood, Elizabeth.  NGDM: 3 (1980), 815. 

 

 

 

MAURICE CHENOWETH 
 

Tenor, revue producer, straight man, music teacher, composer, manager. Born Maurice Clayton 
Chenoweth on the 26 December 1881 at Aldinga, Sth Australia. Maurice Chenoweth began an 
apprenticeship as a plumber prior to becoming a Gold Medal student at the Elder Conservatorium, 

Adelaide. He later toured Australasia for five years with the Westminster Glee Club, followed by a 
lengthy engagement with West's Pictures circuit in Sth Australia. He performed with the 
Leidertaefel and Royal Philharmonic Societies, before engagements in vaudeville with James 
Brennan, Ted Holland, and J.C. Bain. Chenoweth started with Harry Clay in 1914, and later 

worked with Bert Howard before an engagement on the Fuller circuit around 1916. He later 
returned to Clay’s where he eventually worked as a theatre/circuit manager and revue producer. 
Upon Harry Clay's death Chenoweth become General Manager of the Bridge Theatre Co, holding 
that position until 1928, at which time he returned to the Fullers as one of their House Managers. 

Married to Florence Gertrude Quarrell he had two children Romney and Valmai. Maurice 
Chenoweth died aged 87 in Sydney in 1968. 

 

 One of Australia's foremost tenors between ca.1910 to 1920, Chenoweth had a sound early musical training which 

saw him gain concert platform experience. Born in South Australia to Edwin George Chenoweth, a saddler from 

Cornwall (UK), and Esther, an organist, he undertook his musical training under Myles Seharer [sic] and Frederick 

Bevan (a Professor of Singing who was educated as a chorister at All-Saints Margaret St, London). Chenoweth, who 

was also an accomplished pianist, won several scholarships as well as scoring the highest-ever points in his final 

examination (145 out of 150) to that date - 1902. He is known to have performed in The Messiah at the Exhibition Hall, 

Brisbane in December 1909 for the Brisbane Musical Union. He also appeared as Arthur Donegal in Floradora for the 

Petersham Choral Society (Jan 1910), and in Elgar's Caractacus, presented by the Royal Sydney Philharmonic Society, 

Town Hall June 1910. 

Around 1911 Chenoweth began a career in vaudeville, starting with James Brennan's and his Vaudeville Players. 

This engagement included seasons in Sydney (National Amphitheatre) and Melbourne (Gaiety Theatre), along with 

tours that included the Theatre Royal, Brisbane (c Nov. 1911). He appeared with Ted Holland's shows at the Empire 

Theatre (Bris) in 1913. The following year he undertook engagements with both J. C. Bain and Bert Howard, as well as 

an initial season with Harry Clay. Following this he worked for a period of time with the Fullers and Jacky Landow. In 

early 1915 Chenoweth took his own concert party on tour through the NSW Northern Rivers, and around the same time 

was elected to an executive position with the Australian Variety Artists Federation. Towards the end of 1916 he 

returned to Clay's. He spent the next ten years with Harry Clay, first as a tenor and occasional straight man to various 

comics. The longest of these partnerships appears to have been with Ted Tutty (ca. 1917-18). He later worked opposite 

Reg Thornton (the Kangaroosta) for a brief time.  As a singer Chenoweth also regularly performed in duos and larger 

ensembles with Harry Clay, Marshall Crosby and Arthur Morley among others. 

In 1916 Chenoweth began operating his own training college, offering a scholarship system to successful 

applicants.  He started producing revues for Harry Clay in 1917 and by 1920 was to become one of the company's 

senior managers, nightly looking after the programmes at Clay's three city venues the Gaiety, Princess and Newtown 
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Bridge Theatres from around 1922-23. After Harry Clay's death in 1925 Chenoweth became Clay's Theatres Ltd's 

General Manager. He left the company in August 1928, however, to take on the position of House Manager for the 

Fullers. He continued on in theatre management for a number of years, followed in this department by his son Romney, 

who worked for the Tivoli organisation for many years.  

        Insights from both the Theatre and Australian Variety 

suggest that Maurice Chenoweth was extremely popular within 

the industry. He was certainly highly regarded by Harry Clay, 

who described him as an extremely versatile and tireless 

worker. He is known to have written several songs, including 

the popular "Papa's Troubles" (1917). As a singer he was 

undoubtedly among the best the country produced during his 

era, being especially noted for his clear articulation. Indeed he 

and Marshall Crosby were considered the best singers on the 

Clay circuit. As the straight man to Ted Tutty, he formed one of 

the more popular double acts to have performed for Clay's, 

leading to his reputation for versatility and adaptability. 

According to the Theatre he had, by December 1917 

"developed into a particularly fine all-round vaudeville 

performer, [who] besides being always good for an enthusiastic 

recall for his well-delivered tenor songs [was also] at home on 

the stage in a multitude of other directions" (Dec. 1917, 47). 

Chenoweth was also known to have consistently broken the 

company's box office records at each of the theatres he was 

responsible for. 
 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 

AV: 14 Dec. 1917, n. pag. 
Djubal, Clay. "Harry Clay and Clay's Vaudeville Company, 1865 - 1930.   

      (1998), Appendix E. 

X-Ray. "Month in Vaudeville, The."  TT: Dec. 1917, 47.      [rnib] 
---   "Month in Vaudeville, The."  TT: Nov. 1919, 28.      [rnib] 
 

 
 

Maurice Chenoweth 
(Courtesy of Valmai Goodlet)   

 

   

 

 

FRANK M. CLARK 

 

Manager, director, comic singer, songwriter, writer. Born in Cincinnati, Ohio on 22 December 1857. 
One of Australia's leading variety managers in the 1880s and early 1890s, along with F. E. Hiscocks, 
Frank Smith, Harry Rickards and the Cogill Bros, Frank Clark is thought to have arrived in Australia 

in the early to mid-1880s. His name first appears in relation to Clark and Hyman's Red Stocking 
Company ca.1885. From 1886 onwards, however, he mostly toured his own companies - known 
variously as the Silk Stockings, All Star Novelty Co, European Celebrities, Clark's Last Sensation Co, 
Boston Ideal Co, New Folly Co and the American English Co amongst others. In the 1890s he joined 

forces with other managements briefly, including the Cogills and W. H, Speed. Clark built a solid 
reputation around the country not just as a high profile variety entrepreneur but also as a writer of 
comic songs, burlesques and farces. Arguably his most popular creation was the comedy, Muldoon's 
Picnic. Clark was mostly associated with venues such as the Victoria Hall, Melb (c 1886-88), New 

Opera House, Syd (ca. 1888-90) and Gaiety Theatre, Melb (1890-91). His last known where-abouts in 
Australia to date were around 1904-05 when he ran joint operations at Queens Hall (Syd) and Gaiety 
Theatre (Melb) around 1904-05. He moved to the USA sometime around 1910/11 to work in the film 

industry. He is known to have appeared in at least 197 films to 1938. Clark died on 10 April 1945 in 
Los Angeles. 

 

 Highly regarded by his contemporaries as a writer and producer of farces, burlesques and comic song (which he 

sometimes sang on stage himself), Frank Clark's name first emerged in Australia as a variety manager in the early 

1880s. His output of original productions was considerable during variety's boom decade, and he rivalled F. E. 

Hiscocks, Frank Smith and even Harry Rickards as Australia's premiere variety entrepreneur during that era. Famous 

for his Red Stockings and Silk Stockings companies, he was certainly Hiscocks' principle rival in so far as Melbourne 

and Sydney were concerned, with each establishing quite strong connections in those two cities, through their 

commitment to engaging the best performers available – whether they be local or from overseas. The opportunities 

made available by Clark, Hiscocks, Smith and Rickards in fact led to many imported stars staying in the country for 

years and decades, thereby helping to build a strong and dynamic local popular culture entertainment industry. 

 Although no details of his life and career prior to arriving in Australia are currently available, it is likely that he 

had been involved in the US variety industry for at least a decade. Clark was clearly an intuitive showman, however, 
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and fully realised (long before Florenz Ziegfeld's famous Follies shows) that scantily clad women, top notch comedians 

and patriotic/sentimental balladeers was what audiences wanted. He certainly never stopped trying to Australian 

audiences more of the same during his twenty or so years in the country. Clark's New Folly Company in the early 

1890s, for example, comprised some 100 artists, including "fifty handsome ladies" (A: 28 Feb. 1891, 12). A letter writer 

to the Theatre magazine in 1917 recalls Clark's entrepreneurial inventiveness, too. According to the story, Clark was 

once in Bendigo for a season at the town's Royal Princess Theatre during the town's Easter week charity carnival, and 

found a novel way to gain much needed good publicity for the cost of forty or so sixpences. According to the writer, 

J.G., while attending the carnival earlier in the day Clark bought a supply of half price tickets and distributed them to a 

crowd of children who were standing around with their parents and friends gaping open-mouthed at the fancy-attired 

performers spruiking the next session. After it "quickly got round the carnival that [Clark] had shouted the free show… 

everybody voted that he couldn't be a bad bloke, and hundreds went along to see [his] show that night just because he'd 

franked in the children at the fair" (May 1917, 42). 

 Among the host of famous engagements appearing under his banner were African-American celebrities, Charles 

Pope and Irving Sayles (both of whom shortly afterwards became stalwarts of the Rickards company, and who 

remained in the country up until their deaths); American acrobatic comedians and farce writers, Franks and Marion, and 

singer/comic, Priscilla Verne. It was Clark's line-up of Australian artists that is most impressive, however. At various 

times these included Horace Bent, Will Whitburn (later a long term Rickards performer), Slade Murray, Delohery 

Craydon and Holland, Johnny Matlock, Charles Fanning and Alf Lawton. Indeed, so confident was Clark in his position 

by 1892 that several managerial notices published in the daily newspapers saw him declare himself "the premiere 

vaudeville manager in Australia" (A: 15 Feb. 1892, 8).  
 

 
 

Frank M. Clark 

Australian Stage Annual 6 (1905), 16. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 

        Possibly first coming to the attention of the Australian 

public in the mid-1880s with Clark and Ryman's Red Stockings 

Company, Frank Clark went on his own in 1886 with the Silk 

Stockings Company, establishing himself at the Victoria Hall in 

Melbourne. He moved his operations to Sydney's Opera House 

in December 1887 for a season before returning to the Victoria 

Hall in Melbourne later in 1888. On his return to Sydney 

(Academy of Music) during the middle of that year Clark 

changed the name of his troupe to F. M. Clark's All Star 

Novelty Company. Around the time of his next project - F. M. 

Clark's European Celebrities (Academy of Music, Sydney) - 

Clark was also managing the Australian Waxworks in George 

Street, Sydney (opposite St Andrews). He returned to 

Melbourne, where his audience base was particularly strong, 

taking up residence at the city's Gaiety Theatre in 1890. Despite 

being rivals, F. E. Hiscocks and Clark actually managed and 

leased the Crystal Palace Rink in Sydney together for a period 

of time - with one highlight being Hamston's Circus season in 

March 1890. The effects of the depression seem to have begun 

to put increasing pressure on Clark by 1890, however. Indeed 

there were quite a few changes of name being applied to his 

troupes, perhaps in an attempt to make his companies appear 

new. His operations at that time, for example, saw the 

American English Company (Gaiety Theatre, Syd) became the 

All Star Combination and later F. M. Clark's New Folly 

Company (1890-91). He reverted back to F. M. Clark's Silk 

Stockings Company in 1892, before returning to solo 

performing engagements - perhaps the first since he took up a 

management career. 

 Although the depression seems not to have curtailed Clark's career quite so drastically as Smith and Hiscocks, the 

mid-1890s did see him downsize his operations significantly.  And while his whereabouts between 1892 and 1897 are 

yet to be established, it is likely that he continued performing for other companies - either here in Australia or perhaps 

overseas. From around 1897, however, he was sufficiently ready financially to put together a number of troupes, 

notably his Clark's All Star Company. He did still appear on occasion tour with other leading companies, though. 

During the last years of the decade Clark spent much time in Western Australia, producing melodramas such as The 

Octoroon (Theatre Royal, Perth 18 Apr. 1898) and musical comedies like A Trip to Chinatown (Bijou Theatre Perth, 

17 Sept. 1898). During this same period he joined forces with other actor/managers like Billy Speed and Charles Cogill 

to stage variety shows - and again specialising in burlesques, farces and assorted musical extravaganzas. Among the 

more notable performers to appear in his companies around this time were Martyn Hagen and Lucy Fraser, ex-patriot 

English comic, Denis Carney, W. B. Warner, touring English sketch artists, Williams and Amy Gourley, the Bovis 

brothers, George Leopold and George A. Jones (later of Jones and Lawrence, Perth's premiere local variety company 

during the late 1890s). 

 In the early years of the new century Clark returned to the east coast and set about running dual operations in 

Sydney (Queen's Hall) and Melbourne (Gaiety Theatre) around 1904/05. Although by now unable to attract the a 
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continued stream of quality performers of yesteryear, Clark nevertheless managed to engage artists of the calibre of the 

Stagpooles (acrobats – the family included Alec Stagpoole, later scenic artist for Harry Clay), Harry Shine, Will 

Rollow, Kitty Lenton, Harry Carroll and  Harry Legget. The Theatre notes, too, that Clark's Folly Company belied its 

name, "for the Gaiety is nightly filled with people who testify to Mr Clark's wisdom in providing such a bright show" 

(15 May 1905, 7). Despite attracting large crowds at both venues (TT: June 1905, n. pag. and Nov. 1905, 24), Clark ran 

into trouble with the NSW Health Authority over conditions at his Sydney operations and was forced to close down in 

July 1905 (Frank Smith subsequently took over the lease and upgraded the theatre). His whereabouts between 1905 and 

1911 are unclear.  A 1905 par in the Theatre magazine's "They Say" column  hints that Clark had inherited "a goodly 

fortune from some obliging deceased relative"(15 July 1905, 8). Reports began to surface around 1914 that he had taken 

up an offer with the Sellig people to work in their film operations in the USA (Nov. 1914, 35). It appears, however, that 

he may have left Australia as early as 1910 (if not before), as his first known Hollywood movie appearances were in 

1911. The scarcity of information about Clark in the industry magazines from 1905 onwards may have possibly been 

due to a backlash within the Australian theatre industry. In this respect it appears that he abandoned his family to return 

to the USA. A benefit for his children was sponsored by Harry Rickards around 1910/1911 at his Melbourne theatre 

after their mother died.
10

 Clark's Hollywood film career was relatively successful, with 197 productions being credited 

to him.  Among his earliest films (he was occasionally billed as Frank Clark or Frank Clarke) were The Code of 

Honour, A Sacrifice to Civilisation, The Regeneration of Apache Kid and The Blacksmith's Love. His last known 

film appearance was Men with Wings (1938). Clark died at Woodland Hills, Los Angeles in 1945. 

 Although an all-round entertainer (an aspect required of most Australian minstrel performers), Frank Clark 

nevertheless specialised in rendering comic songs and writing outlandish farces. He didn't write all his own material, 

however, as some of his more popular songs are known to have been written by Lance Lenton – including "The Push" 

(a parody on "The Soldier"), "Maggie Murphy's House," his great Melbourne success, "At the Football Match," and "I 

Say Mike." Clark's original farcical comedies include: Fracas (1885), Hot Night in Balmain (1889), Wearing the 

Trousers (1898), and Marconi Outdone, Our State School and On the Tiles (all 1905), with the last one sub-titled, 

"Or, A Hot Night in Waterloo." One of the most popular and of Clark's original farces, first known to have staged in 

Australia in 1886, was Muldoon's Picnic. It was revived many times over the years by Clark as well as by other 

companies, notably the Cogills (1887, with Dan Tracey in the lead role) and Delohery, Craydon and Holland (1895). 

One particularly popular burlesque produced by Clark, which was revived by others in later years, was Horace Bent's  A 

Trip to Manly; Or, The Soapboilers' Picnic (1884), a spoof on the John F. Sheridan classic, Fun on the Bristol. 
 
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

Brodsky, Isadore.  Sydney Takes the Stage. (1963), 63, 85-6. 

Internet Movie Database. (2007)  http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0163933 
"Queen's Hall (Sydney) and Gaiety Theatre (Melbourne)."  TT: June (1905), 10. 

"Where Generosity Paid."  TT: May (1917), 42. 

 

 

 

MARCUS CLARKE   
 

Australian dramatist, songwriter, journalist. Born Marcus Andrew Hislop Clarke in London (Eng) on 
24 April 1846. After immigrating to Australia in 1863 Clarke found employment as a journalist with 
the Argus and later the Age, Australasian and the Australian Journal. He began writing for the stage 

in 1868 while still working as a journalist. His early works were pantomimes and dramas. He 
married actress Marion Dunn in 1869 and had major success in the early 1870s with his serialised 
story His Natural Life (later published as a novel under the title For the Term of His Natural Life). 

Among his theatre works in the early 1870s were a number of sketches written especially for Harry 
Rickards. Clarke underwent the first of two bankruptcies in 1874 (the second one in 1881). He 
collaborated with dramatist R. P. Whitworth and actor John L. Hall in the late 1870s before writing 
his most controversial work, A Happy Land (1880). Clarke died on 2 August 1881 leaving behind an 

unfinished opera libretto titled Queen Venus. It was later completed by Henri Kowalski as Moustique 

and given its Australian premiere in 1889. 
 

 Regarded as perhaps the best known of Australia's early writers, Marcus Clarke was born in London (Eng) on 24 

April 1846, the only son of a Chancery lawyer, William Hislop Clarke. His mother died when he was four years old, 

and Marcus was raised by his father, who introduced him to a life of style that unfortunately his later circumstances 

would not afford. Educated at Cholmeley Grammar School, Highgate, Clarke made friends with the young Gerald 

Manley Hopkins and developed a passion for the novels of Balzac. Expecting a job in the Foreign Office he spent some 

time in France perfecting his French, but while undertaking his final year of studies in 1862, Clarke's father suffered a 

breakdown that either led to, or was the result of, financial ruin. The following year Marcus Clarke immigrated to 

Australia where he was initially taken under the wing of an uncle, James Langton Clarke, a County Court Judge at 

Ararat (Vic). He spent the first few years in Australia engaged in a variety of occupations, including that of a clerk in 

the Bank of Australasia and as a station hand on the Wimmera River, Victoria. An introduction by Dr Robert Lewis saw 

him eventually employed with the Melbourne Argus, where as a staff writer he contributed a column of topicalities 

under the heading "The Peripatetic Philosopher." This column saw Clarke's mischievous sense of humour first emerge 

                                                           
10      Unfortunately the bibliographic details for this report have been mislaid. The reference comes from handwritten notes made by this author in 

1997 while researching at the Mitchell Library (NSW). The most likely source is the Theatre magazine. 
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in print but also brought him into direct conflict with his publishers and influential personalities on a number of 

occasions. Clarke stayed with the Argus for a number of years before moving on to other papers, including the Age and 

Australasian.  It was during this period, too, that he became friends with several other influential young writers of the 

time - notably playwrights Robert Percy Whitworth, Garnet Walch and James Neild. In 1869, too, he married actress 

Marion Dunn. These associations led Clarke to try his hand at writing for the stage and over a four year period 

beginning in 1868 he produced five staged works, these being: Foul Play (1868), the pantomime Goody Two Shoes 

and Little Boy Blue (1870); Peacock Feathers (adapted from Moliere and staged in 1871); the semi-tragic drama 

Fernande (1871) which Clarke adapted from Sardou's play of the same name; and the drama Plot (1872).  

 During this period Clarke continued to work as a journalist and in 1870 he was given the editorship of the 

Australian Journal, a position that did not last long, although he remained with the journal for some two and a half 

years. His stay was primarily due to the enormous success of his serialised story, and one of the great Australian novels, 

For the Term of His Natural Life (the story was originally published as His Natural Life, and given its more well-

known title by publishers when reprinted in 1882). The success he garnered from his first attempts at writing for the 

stage gave Clarke the opportunity to write several sketches for Harry Rickards during 1872 including Perfection and 

Strolling on the Sands, in addition to the pantomime, Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star (1873). For the next five years, 

however, Clarke's theatrical output lapsed. This was to a large extent the result of his employment with the Melbourne 

Public Library, which had rigid rules of behaviour for its servants, including the earning of outside income. Clarke 

began at the Library in 1870 as Secretary to the Board of Trustees and in 1873 was appointed Sub-Librarian. He did 

continue to write, however, but was unable to contribute regular columns such as the "Peripatetic Philosopher," and was 

also required to steer clear of overt political commentary - at least under his own name. It would appear, too, that his 

hectic lifestyle, not the least being sheer overwork, led to bouts of anxiety and other related health problems in the mid-

1870s. The additional burden of debt also contributed to his poor well-being. Matters reached a head in 1874 when he 

was forced into insolvency.  
 

 

        It was not until 1878 that Clarke's next work would be staged, 

this being the musical burlesque extravaganza Alfred the Great 

(Academy of Music, Melb). His collaborative effort with R. P. 

Whitworth, an adaptation of the French comedy, Reverses, although 

written in 1876 was not staged until 1879. It is believed, however, 

that during this hiatus Clarke wrote a number of songs for various 

local performers, and may possibly have begun work on the text for a 

cantata, titled Proi, which was scored by the Italian composer Paolo 

Giorza (it was not performed, however, until 1881).  From 1878 up 

until his death from erysipelas three years later, Clarke's theatrical 

output increased steadily. His non-music theatre works from this 

period onwards include: The Moonstone: Chandrakanta, a romantic 

drama adapted from the Wilkie Collins novel; and the comedy 

Baby's Luck, co-written with actor John L. Hall (1879).  It has been 

speculated that Clarke's return to writing during the late 1870s may 

well have been the result of financial need. This situation did not 

improve for him, however, as he was again forced into bankruptcy in 

1881. The motivation to write was still there, nevertheless, as the 

works he wrote in the two years remaining before his premature 

death (including several music theatre productions), may be regarded 

as among his best. 
 

 
 

Marcus Clarke 

Theatre Jan. (1915), 3.  
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld)  
 

Perhaps most significant of these productions was his libretto for a satirical operetta called The Happy Land 

(1880). Banned in Victoria due to its controversial subject matter (much of it was aimed at the government of the day), 

the work stirred up much debate and returned Clarke one again to a position of public agitator. Interestingly, among the 

cast was a young would-be actor called Thomas Bent. He later gave up acting for politics and eventually becoming 

Minister for Railways and later the Victorian Premier (BC: 3 June 1905, 16). Despite the ban being enforced, evidence 

has been found which indicates that a revival was undertaken at least once in Victoria, at the beachside township of 

Frankston. This clandestine performance in 1880 was sponsored by fellow-writer Garnet Walch who chartered at his 

own expense a steamboat to carry the company to its destination. The excursion was a financial disaster for Walch and 

he soon afterwards filed for bankruptcy. Following The Happy Land Clarke had better box office success with the 

comedies, A Daughter of Eve and Forbidden Fruit both of which were staged in Melbourne in 1880. These last two 

works also starred his wife, Marion, who had returned to the stage for the first time since 1868. Upon his death on 2 

August 1881, Clarke also left an unfinished comic opera libretto titled Queen Venus. A completed version, with music 

composed by semi-resident French composer, Henri Kowalski, was given its Australian debut as Moustique in 1889 
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(Kowalski had staged the work in Brussels in 1883). In 1885, three years after Clarke's death, His Natural Life was 

adapted for the stage. More than a dozen different productions are known to have been staged up until 1913.
11

 

      Marcus Clarke's liveliest dramatic writings were pantomimes and comedies, but and as with the fate of other 

popular culture writers it is clear that his originality and humour were only appreciated by the contemporary public of 

his day. In this respect, apart from the iconic His Natural Life, Clarke's creative output, including his colourful 

journalism, has never left a lasting impression on future generations. Brian Elliot, in his entry on Clarke for the 

Australian Dictionary of Biography, notes, however, that the author's journalism in particular "still seems 

extraordinarily alive and vivid, providing a brilliant index to a very vigorous period of colonial literary life" (418). 

Nevertheless, it his great novel that has outlasted not only his other works, but also every other nineteenth-century 

Australian writer. Indeed, For the Term of His Natural Life is arguably the only work of the whole first century of 

Australian literature to be considered monumental. 

        A memorial was erected over Clarke's grave in 1898 on the seventeenth anniversary of his death. Wybert Reeve, 

who unveiled the monument, said the tribute "was the recognition of the fact that a reproach would rest upon the people 

of these colonies, as lacking intellect and intelligence, if the grave… were left to remain without some memorial" (Age 

3 Aug. 1898, 6). 
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 

GOODY TWO SHOES AND LITTLE BOY BLUE  [pantomime]  Lib. Marcus Clarke; Mus. [n/e] (1870); PERFECTION [musical sketch]  Txt. 

Marcus Clarke; Mus. [n/e] (1872); TWINKLE, TWINKLE LITTLE STAR  [pantomime]  Lib Adapt. Marcus Clarke (from John Strachan); Mus. 

[n/e] (1873);  ALFRED THE GREAT [burlesque]  Txt. Marcus Clarke; Mus. Alfred Plumton, Thomas Zeplin and Henry Keiley (1878);  THE 

HAPPY LAND  [operetta]  Lib. Marcus Clarke (from William Schwenk Gilbert and Gilbert A'Beckett); Mus. [n/e] (1880); A DAUGHTER OF EVE  

[play with music]  Txt. Marcus Clarke; Mus. [n/e] (1880); FORBIDDEN FRUIT [musical entertainment]  Txt Adapt. Marcus Clarke (from P.F.A 

Carmouche); Mus. [n/e] (1880); MOUSTIQUE (aka QUEEN VENUS) [comic opera] Lib. Marcus Clarke; Mus. Henri Kowalski (1889). 
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HARRY CLAY 
 

The following entry is an abridged version of "From Minstrel Tenor to Vaudeville Showman: Harry Clay - ''The  
Friend of the Australian Performer.'" Australasian Drama Studies 34 (1999), 11-24.  

 
Singer, actor, manager. Born at Patrick's Plains, near Singleton (NSW) on 10 May 1865. Harry Clay 

began his career in the early 1880s, and got his first big career break in 1885 with Frank Smith 
(Alhambra Music Hall, Syd). He later appeared with F. E. Hiscocks, Dan Tracey and Harry Rickards 
amongst others, and toured Queensland on numerous occasions during the 1890s. He later sent his 
own company through that state on an annual basis (1901-18) and in 1903 began operating his own 

shows around Sydney. The circuit initially included the Royal Standard Theatre (city), Masonic Hall 
(Nth Syd), and halls in Newtown, Parramatta, Ashfield and Petersham. He built and opened his own 
venue, the Bridge Theatre, at Newtown in 1913 and from 1916 operated a South-Western NSW 
circuit (ca.1916-19). He later established circuits in the Hunter Valley and Wollongong, operating at 

the height of his career no fewer than five touring companies. In 1918 he took over the lease of the 
Princess Theatre (Syd) and the following year co-managed the Gaiety Theatre (Syd) with Andy Kerr. 
He eventually took over its operations himself. Although Clay suffered a stroke in 1921 he eventually 
returned to managing his company, but died four years later on 17 February 1925. Clay's Bridge 

Theatre Ltd continued operating until 1929. The company also sent two companies through 
Queensland following Clay's death (1927 and 1929). Clay was survived by his wife, Kate 
(professionally known as Kate Henry) and daughter, Essie.  

 

 The youngest surviving child of a London-born dealer John Clay and his wife Mary, who came from the Windsor 

district of NSW, Harry Clay grew up in Newcastle from around the age of eight. At 18 he was apprenticed into the 

plastering trade, while filling his spare time playing with several amateur theatre groups. He also developed his singing 

voice through an association with the local church choirs, and later became identified with the Great Northern Variety 

Company around Newcastle. It is also known that he toured the northern rivers of NSW with an amateur minstrel troupe 

in the early 1880s. Clay is believed to have begun his professional career in late 1885 when he undertook an eighteen 

month engagement with Sydney-based entrepreneur Frank Smith (Alhambra Theatre and Sir Joseph Banks Pavilion and 

Pleasure Grounds, Botany). During the next five years or so Clay’s name is also associated with various small 

operations, including the Bondi Aquarium, Walsh and King's Minstrels, the Federal Minstrels, and the "Peoples Popular 

Concerts" held in the city's Protestant Hall.  During 1889 Clay appeared with W. J. Wilson's Anglo-American Frolics, 

                                                           
11  For the Term of His Natural Life was first filmed in 1908, followed by another in 1911. In 1927 Norman Dawes released his famous version.  
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the Great Faust Perman Combination, H. Florack's Federal Minstrels, and with F.E. Hiscocks' London Pavilion Co, a 

troupe that also included John Fuller Snr.  

 Clay gradually established a solid reputation over the next few years, playing engagements with various 

companies and donating his time for benefits to other professional theatre people. By 1891 Clay's reputation was such 

that he was offered an 18 month engagement with American entrepreneur, Dan Tracey (playing seasons in Tracey's 

Melbourne and Sydney theatres).  In 1892 he undertook two engagements with Walshe's Novelty Company (Syd), and 

played what is believed to have been his only season with Harry Rickards.  He also began taking on managerial 

positions from around this period (including that of stage manager), with several of these companies touring 

Queensland. One of these tours was the ill-fated 1893 Queensland tour with Walshe's Novelty Company, which was 

forced to close a week into its Brisbane season due to the massive flood which hit the city. Clay's engagements also 

invariably included his wife, Kate, and daughter Essie, the latter having been a performer since infancy.  Kate Clay 

more often than not worked under the stage name of Kate Henry, taking her husband’s birth name as her surname. He 

on the other hand had, by the mid 1890s, taken to using Harry rather than Henry.  

         From around 1894, and shortly after his Harry Rickards 

engagement, Clay began his long association with the Newtown 

district, taking on a managerial role at St George's Hall.  In 

1895 he again toured Queensland, with an extended season in 

Brisbane at the Gaiety Theatre around August - October, first 

for Warren's Surprise Party and later for W. A. Ball's Surprise 

Party. He also appeared on the bill of a benefit for Helen 

Gordon in October that year. In 1898 Clay undertook another 

Queensland tour, this time as a tenor and stage manager for the 

Continental Vaudeville Company. He returned the following 

year and again played a season in Brisbane, this time at the 

Theatre Royal (c Aug.). 

     In 1900 Clay and his wife and daughter made what is 

believed to have been their last tour under another company's 

banner - this being the Walter Bell Waxworks, Boer and 

London Vaudeville Company. The following year he made the 

first of 19 annual Queensland tours, with each lasting on 

average around six months. During the early years Clay's circuit 

played only the major centres, in some places up to two weeks 

at a time. He only rarely played Brisbane, however, due in part 

to the domination of Ted Holland in that city. In 1908 he also 

toured a dramatic company through Queensland, and the 

following year sent Scottish tragedian Walter Bentley on a tour 

through the same state, with the repertoire being a combination 

of Shakespeare and melodrama. In Sydney meanwhile, Clay 

cemented his status as one of the city's leading suburban 

managers, and though his circuit was relatively small in 

comparison to his later operations, it remained remarkably 

stable - at least from the second half of the decade. Initially the 

circuit comprised the Petersham, Newtown, Balmain and 

Parramatta town halls, along with the Masonic Hall at North 

Sydney and in the city, relocating in 1910 from the latter venue 

to the Standard Theatre in Castlereagh Street. The popularity of 

his Saturday evening show at that theatre saw it eventually 

called Clay's Standard Theatre. 

 

 
 

Harry Clay 
Australian Variety 23 May 1917, 1. 

(Courtesy of the Mitchell Library) 

 Around 1912 Clay formed a partnership with Harold T. Morgan (Sydney solicitor, Newtown alderman and both 

past and future Mayor) and another businessman A.R. Abbott. This company, known as the Bridge Theatre Co Pty Ltd, 

built Clay's Sydney headquarters in 1913. For the next few years Clay continued to concentrate his efforts on the Bridge 

Theatre, closing down his Sydney circuit but maintaining the Queensland tours. In 1916 Clay was ready to once again 

expand - both with his theatrical activities and his business operations. Within the year he had formed what was to 

become the largest vaudeville booking agency in the country - Harry Clay's Theatrical Enterprises and Theatrical 

Booking Offices. He then reintroduced his Sydney circuit, (including in it the Coliseum Theatre at North Sydney, which 

was to become one of his most popular venues), and was soon operating between two to four companies around a 

variety of suburbs throughout the extent of the Sydney metropolitan area. This expansion also involved a south-west 

NSW country circuit which encompassed towns from Goulburn to Albury and returning through Bathurst, Katoomba 

and Lithgow. Each company of performers would operate on a rotation system, moving from one circuit to another in 

order to offer patrons maximum variety. 

 Harry Clay's most dynamic expansion activity lasted from 1916 until 1919, at which point the Spanish Flu 

epidemic forced the closure of most public entertainment activities around the country. The closure of his Queensland 

tours and the New South Wales country circuit was most likely due, however, to the expanding competition brought 

about by the film exhibitors. Upon the reopening of the theatres after the lifting of the Flu restrictions, and with his 
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activities now free of long distance managing, Clay once again focused his attention on the Sydney circuit, and in 

particular the opportunities available in the inner city precinct. 

 Clay's later city operations are the best known of his activities. They include a highly successful association with 

the Princess Theatre at Railway Square, and the new Gaiety Theatre at the south-east corner of Hyde Park. Of the two 

theatres, it would be the larger Princess Theatre which would dominate Clay's attention, even outstripping his home 

base the Newtown Bridge Theatre. Around the same time, too, he began sending companies to Newcastle for week long 

engagements, something he was again to do in 1922, when he took over the Ike Beck Hunter circuit. In addition to this 

the company returned to Wollongong, where it apparently had established a strong audience base in the past. 

 A pattern of cyclic growth and consolidation seems to have occurred between 1919 and 1925, at which point the 

company went into crisis mode when Harry Clay died - presumably the result of poor health following his stroke in 

1921. Although he is known to have returned to work sometime in 1922, a number of reports suggest that he was far 

from his old self. A court action taken against him in 1923 by an ex-conductor is certainly seen as a further blow to his 

vitality. Despite being given a positive verdict by the judge, and supported in no uncertain terms by the industry trade 

magazines, it seems that within a year Clay had retired from the public arena. Indeed, it is reported that for the last 12 

months of his life he was seen by no one other than his small circle of intimate friends. Some three months after the 

surprise death of long time associate Jimmy Boyle, Harry Clay also died, close to midnight on the 17th February 1925. 

 Following the loss of the company's founder, producer and popular singer Maurice Chenoweth took over the role 

of Managing Director, supported by Bill Sadler (brother of entrepreneur Harry Sadler), Wally Edwards, and later on ex-

Clay's performer Stan Kerridge. The Princess Theatre was sold the same year by its owners the Fullers, forcing the 

company to open at the Sydney Hippodrome in order to keep its hold on the city audience. The Gaiety Theatre, 

however, is believed to have remained a stronghold for Clay's, as was the Bridge Theatre until the company ceased its 

theatrical operations in late 1929. In December of that year one-time Australian Variety editor Harry Kitching took over 

the lease of the Bridge Theatre, opening a season with his wife Amy Rochelle and Nat Phillips. Although Clay's 

divested itself of theatrical pursuits, it is believed to have continued operating, mainly leasing out properties such as the 

Newtown Theatre. The company is known to have stayed in business until at least the late 1960s, while the Bridge 

Theatre (now The Hub) stands as one of the few variety theatres remaining since the halcyon days of vaudeville.  

 Of the thousands of performers employed by Clay's company over its 30 years, the vast majority were either 

Australian-born or based. Some of the more recognisable of these are Roy Rene, J. C. Bain, George Sorlie and George 

Wallace. Others of note include the "Sentimental Bloke," Arthur Tauchert; one of Australia's premier principle boys 

Amy Rochelle; Vaude and Verne (patterologists); Charles Norman; Australia's premier coon singer Maud Fanning 

(sister of Charles Fanning), and her children and husband Arthur Elliot; Nellie Kolle, Arthur Morley, George Edwards, 

Bert Le Blanc, Delavale and Gilbert and  Harry Sadler... and the list goes on.  

 While Clay has been noted for his fierce loyalty to Australian artists - his role in assisting the emerging local artist 

was seen by many of the day as second to none. He was not, however, unobliging when it came to overseas artists who 

had finished their contracts with the Tivoli or Fullers' organisations. He was able to offer many of these artists extended 

stays in the country at reasonable rates of pay, and in doing so he not only raised the perceived standard of his own 

operations but helped provide invaluable professional influences for his emerging artists. 

         Perhaps Harry Clay's greatest contribution, however, was his ability to maintain his operations virtually 

continuously over at least a twenty-five year period, thereby providing reliable support to the A circuit companies. Even 

though he was forced to close down his Sydney circuit on a couple of occasions, Clay maintained his momentum by 

continuing his Queensland tours. No other vaudeville entrepreneurs other than Rickards and the Fullers were able to 

emulate this achievement. In this regard Harry Clay's role as friend and mentor to the Australian performer stands, 

perhaps, as his most significant achievement.  
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GEORGE CLUTSAM 
 

Composer, songwriter, librettist, musician. Born George Howard Clutsam in Sydney on 26 
September 1866. Clutsam moved to New Zealand with his family as a youth and published his first 

composition at age nine. He toured with several minstrel shows through Australasia and the East in 
the mid-1880s before moving to England in 1887. In London he established his reputation as an 
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accompanist and later began writing serious music compositions, notable the suite, The Green Lanes 
of England, along with numerous works for the theatrical stage. His first opera, A Love Tangle was 

staged in 1901. Clutsam also wrote a number of successful popular songs around the same period. A 
second opera, The Queen's Jester was staged in 1904, with more following over the next decade or so 
- notably A Summer Night (1910). He collaborated with several high profile librettists including Basil 

Hood, Adrian Ross and Robert Courtneidge, and composed the music for such musical 
comedies/burlesques and musical play as including Back to Blighty (1916, Gabrielle (1921) and The 
Damask Rose (1929). He scored perhaps his greatest success in 1922 with his arrangements and 
additional score for the Shubert-inspired musical play, Lilac Time, and in 1942 with Blossom Time. 

Clutsam died in London on 17 November 1951. 
 

 Described by one London critic as being musically one "of the moderns" and "a close student of Strauss and 

Debussy [whose] work revealed great mastery of orchestral possibilities and many clever touches of instrumental 

humour," George Clutsam's early life saw him exposed to and involved in many different styles of music. He is 

believed to have moved around with his parents quite often during his early years, spending periods of time in Sydney 

and Victoria before they moved to New Zealand in the late 1870s. It was in that country that Clutsam developed his 

passion for music through piano lessons and a desire to compose. An Australasian writer records in this respect that 

"Master G. Clutsam, a native of Victoria, but now of Dunedin… and who is only nine years old, has composed and 

published a piece for the pianoforte entitled "La Pluie De Printemps" (11 Oct. 1879, 647). Although the writer was 

incorrect in respect of Clutsam's age (he would have been 13 years old) it is clear that the young pianist/composer was 

already on the road to a career that would eventually see him accepted as one of the leading popular composers of 

London around the turn of the century.  

 During the mid-1880s Clutsam was engaged as a pianist with one or more minstrel troupes, and is believed to 

have toured Australia and the East, with the latter tour possibly undertaken enroute to England. Clutsam's involvement 

with minstrelsy dates back to his earlier teenage years in New Zealand when, according to the Theatre, he "conducted 

an Amateur nigger minstrel company" (Aug. 1906, 17). He arrived in England in 1887, aged just twenty-one, and 

within a few years established his reputation in London as a top level accompanist. Several reports published in the 

Sydney Morning Herald's "Musical and Dramatic Notes" record his progress. In 1895, for example, he was one the 

accompanists supporting Ada Crossley at the Queen's Hall, London (18 May 1895, 4). Later that year he was engaged 

by Viscount Cantelupe to accompany a grand concert at Bexhill, Sussex, and for which apparently half the artists were 

Australians - including flautist John Lemmone, contralto Amy Sherwin, and tenor Henry Stockwell (19 Oct. 1895, 4). 

Two years later the Herald reported: "Mr G. H. Clutsam (Australian pianist)" had sometime previously accompanied 

Sherwin and Ada Crossley (the latter by then having "long ago passed into the quiet haven of cordial acceptance by the 

English musical world") at a banquet for Sir George Turner at the Hotel Cecil (11 Sept. 1897, 4).   

 During the mid-late 1890s Clutsam also began to develop his craft as a composer, seemingly intent, at first, on 

writing serious art music rather than appealing to popular tastes. Two of his more accomplished works from around the 

turn of the century were the orchestral piece Carnival Scenes (1895) and the opera, The Queen's Jester, which he 

began writing sometime around 1902 (it was eventually staged in 1904). An earlier opera A Love Tangle is believed to 

have been produced in 1901.  Despite the amount of serious musical composition he undertook, as a composer he could 

not compete with the financial rewards that successful popular composers of the period gained, and thus during the mid 

to late 1890s Clutsam began to devote more of his time to writing songs and piano pieces. Around the same time, too, 

he began to explore a variety of non-traditional music styles, notably the music of the American Deep South. In this 

respect the melodies and rhythms he heard inspired many of the orchestral compositions and songs he wrote during the 

remainder of his career. Two of Clutsam's most successful songs from this earlier period include, for example, "My 

Curly Headed Baby"(1897) and "I Wander the Woods" (1902).   

 As a composer of both serious and light music Clutsam's reputation and competence was such that by the 

beginning of the second decade of the twentieth century he had already had several of his orchestral works performed 

by leading London orchestras. The Queen's Jester, which is known to have toured the provinces in 1905, was described 

by the English press as a "romantic comic opera" and "a work of high musical art" (qtd. in BC: 2 Dec. 1905, 12). 1905 

also saw Clutsam publish a book of songs dedicated to Madame Melba. The diva is known to have included several of 

the songs in her repertoire (BC: 23 Dec. 1905, 12).  Three further operas were also staged over the next five years or so, 

these being The Fool's Cap, (Leipsiz in 1906); A Summer Night (1910) produced during the Thomas Beecham Opera 

Comique season at His Majesty's, and later at Covent Garden; After a Thousand Years (1912); along with a musical 

masque King Harlequin (1912) which premiered in Berlin as König Harlekin.  In 1916 Clutsam collaborated with the 

composer Hubert Bath and librettist/lyricist Basil Hood to create the patriotic opera Young England, the success of 

which firmly established his reputation a specialist music theatre composer. An extensive selection of songs from this 

opera appeared on gramophone records at the time, with arguably the biggest hit being "Sweethearts and Wives."  

 The musical burlesque, Back to Blighty (also 1916), for which Clutsam co-wrote the music, was to be the first of 

a number of successful light musical comedies and musical plays he helped create. The rights for this musical comedy 

are known to have been purchased by Australian entrepreneur Hugh J. Ward in late 1922 for a possible local production 

(TT: Dec. 1922, 23). A search of Ward's theatrical activities in Melbourne (1923) and Sydney (1923/1924) has so far 

failed to locate any such production having occurred, however. The musical comedy, Gabrielle (1921), was followed in 

1922 by Clutsam's most successful collaboration, Lilac Time, which is based on a 1916 German operetta about 

composer Franz Schubert. Comprising mostly by Schubert's music (with arrangements and incidental music by Clutsam 

and Heinrich Berté) and a libretto by Adrian Ross, the musical premiered at London's Lyric Theatre in December. It 

then went on to become one of the big hits of the 1920s, playing 628 performances. Lilac Time is reported to have been 
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revived in London at least nine times up to 1942, at which time it was staged at the Stoll Theatre with Frank Titterton as 

Schubert (LT: 14 Oct. 1942, 6). Twenty years later Clutsam collaborated with several others to create the operetta 

Blossom Time (1942) which they adapted from the 1934 film version. As a film composer Clutsam wrote the scores for 

at least five British films including Blossom Time (known as April Blossoms in the USA). The others are: Mimi (1935), 

Heart's Desire (1935), Drake of England (1935) also known as Drake the Pirate (USA) and Elizabeth of England, and 

additional numbers for Big Fella (1937).  

 George Clutsam's considerable career achievements remain largely unacknowledged in Australia. His creative 

output and influence on the development of British music theatre are, however, deserving of greater recognition. His 

reputation amongst his contemporaries was certainly high. A Times critic once wrote of A Summer Night, for example: 

"there was more good music in the hour and a quarter [the opera ran] than in many works at Covent Garden which held 

the stage from eight to eleven" (qtd. in Irvin 72). The Brisbane Courier reports another London critic's opinion: "Mr 

Clutsam's scoring is pointed, fanciful to a degree, picturesque, even humorous when occasion requires, and above all 

things, it comes off" (2 Dec. 1905, 12). It is clear that George Clutsam's professional and compositional strengths lay in 

his ability to collaborate (in the true "musical" tradition). Several of his more successful productions also required that 

he re-score accompany pre-existing compositions - as with Lilac Time (Schubert) and The Damask Rose (Chopin) on 

which he collaborated with Robert and Cicely Courtneidge (1929).  It is possible that this has led to his creative role 

been down-played by critics and historians ignorant of this significant factor in the creation of popular culture music 

theatre entertainment. Evidence of this viewpoint can be seen in a Times review of the premiere of Lilac Time, which 

makes no mention his contribution (while congratulating Adrian Ross, on his adaptation of the work into English (23 

Dec 1922, 6). Nevertheless as the Pall Mall Gazette notes in its review of Summer Night, Clutsam at his best displayed 

a high degree of proficiency in his ability to write "melodious [and] harmonically fanciful [music which was] married 

throughout by a thorough and complete attention to detail," and that his "scoring [shows] an admirable knowledge of 

true effect" (25 July 1910, 4).  

 Although mostly remembered for his stage music and light classical works, Clutsam also published more than 150 

popular songs. In addition he wrote a large number of compositions for piano, along with vocal and piano arrangements 

for his stage compositions. Many of his works were published under the pseudonyms Paul Aubrey, Robert Harrington, 

H. S. Iseledon, Georges Latouyr and C. G. Mustal. Clutsam was also in demand as a composer for silent films, one of 

which was Heart's Desire (1937). Despite his reputation as a composer of stage music he never gave up serious 

composition entirely, however. A suite, The Green Lanes of England, composed in 1920, was another of his more 

acclaimed art music scores. In retrospect the neglect of Clutsam's contribution to music theatre by his home country is 

no doubt as a result of his career having been spent almost entirely overseas. Indeed, even the New Grove Dictionary of 

Music and Musicians refers to him as a "British pianist and composer" (66).  
 

* Robert Courtneidge:  1859 - 1939 [writer/librettist] A performer-turned successful manager, Robert Courtneidge's career in the theatre began 
in the early to mid 1880s. By the early 1890s his reputation as an actor, eccentric dancer and singer was such that he toured Australia as a principal 

member of the London Gaiety Burlesque Company (1892-3).  While in Sydney in 1893 Courtneidge's wife, Rosaline (née Adams), gave birth to their 

daughter, Cicely, later to become the distinguished actress Dame Cicely Courtneidge (1893-1980). Following his return to Britain Courtneidge 
"jumped from one long engagement to another" (SMH: 19 Oct. 1895, 4) before again touring Australia c 1905/6, this time with his daughter 

appearing on the stage. Courtneidge then returned to England, eventually moving into theatrical management. As a writer he collaborated with several 

leading English composers and librettists throughout the 1910s and 1920s, notably the comic opera Tom Jones (1907) with A Thompson and E. 
German. In 1929 he also collaborated with his actress daughter, Cicely Courtneidge, and George Clutsam on the musical play, The Damask Rose 

(1929). [Further Reference: Robert Courtneidge. I was an Actor Once. (1930); Cicely Courtneidge. Cicely. (1953)] 

  
* Basil Hood:  1864 – 1917 [librettist/lyricist] One of the more successful English librettists of the late nineteenth/early twentieth centuries, 

Basil Hood was the youngest son of Sir Charles Hood. He was educated at Wellington and Sandhurst, and at age 19 entered the army, eventually 

rising to the rank of captain. While still in the army he began writing for the stage, and after producing a couple of short operettas and the lyrics for 
Lionel Monckton's song, "What Will I Have to Drink?," he wrote his first full-scale musical comedy, Gentleman Joe (1895). From around 1899 to 

1903 he was associated with the Savoy Theatre, collaborating with Sir Arthur Sullivan on works such as: The Rose of Persia (1899) and Merry 

England (1901). Although largely known for his adaptations, Hood did author a reasonably successful musical comedy, The Pearl Girl (1913). 
Among his more notable works are: The French Maid, (1896); The Belle of Mayfair (1906); Gypsy Love (1912) and The Count of Luxembourg (a 

collaboration with composer, Franz Lehar) first produced by George Edwardes at Daly's Theatre, London in Jan 1912. Basil Hood died unexpectedly 

in 1917, apparently from overwork and a lack of interest in eating. 
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 

THE QUEEN'S JESTER [opera]  Lib. [n/e]; Mus. George H. Clutsam (1904);  THE FOOL'S CAP  [opera]  Lib. [n/e]; Mus. George H. Clutsam 
(1906);  A SUMMER NIGHT [opera]  Lib/Mus. George H. Clutsam (1910);  AFTER A THOUSAND YEARS  [opera]  Lib. [n/e]; Mus. George H. 

Clutsam (1912);  KING HARLEQUIN (aka KÖNIG HARLEKIN) [musical masque] Lib. Rudolf Lothar; Mus. George H. Clutsam (1912);  YOUNG 

ENGLAND  [operetta]  Lib. Basil Hood; Mus. George Clutsam and Hubert Bath (1916);  BACK TO BLIGHTY  [musical burlesque] Lib. G. Blow 
and D. Hoard; Mus. George H. Clutsam, Phillip Braham and Herbert E. Haines (1916);  GABRIELLE  [musical comedy] Lib. [n/e]; Mus. George 

H. Clutsam and A. Joyce (1921);  THE LITTLE DUCHESS  [play with music] Txt. R. Courtneidge, B. Davis and P. Greenbank; Mus. George H. 

Clutsam (1922); LILAC TIME  [play with music]  Txt Adapt. Adrian Ross (after A.M. Willner and H. Reichert); Mus. Franz Schubert; Add Mus. 
George H. Clutsam and Heinrich Berté (1922); THE DAMASK ROSE  [play with music] Txt. R. and C. Courtneidge; Mus. George H. Clutsam 

(1929); LAVENDER [musical comedy] Lib. R. Courtneidge et al; Mus. George H. Clutsam (1930);  BARBARA; OR THE BROKEN SIXPENCE  

[comic opera]  Lib. [n/e]; Mus. George H. Clutsam (1932);  BLOSSOM TIME  [operetta]  Lib. George H. Clutsam et al; Mus. George H. Clutsam 
(1942); THE POOL [melodrama with music] Lib. [n/e]; Mus. George H. Clutsam (n. yr.) 
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COGILL BROTHERS 
 

Comics, dancers, singers, entrepreneurs, writers, producers. Charles William Cogill and Harry 

Payon Cogill first arrived in Australia with Billy Emerson in 1885. Although the brothers were 
briefly engaged on several occasions by Williamson, Garner and Musgrove, and joined forces with 
Harry Rickards on at least three occasions, they are largely remembered for their own successful 

minstrel and burlesque company. Over the course of the late 1880s and early 1890s the Cogills set 
up operations in a number of Australian capital cities. It was arguably in Melbourne, however, that 
the pair found their greatest and most enduring support. In 1890 the Cogills' were forced into 
bankruptcy, largely the result of the depression, and subsequently undertook employment where 

they could. Within 18 months, however, they were able to return to the industry as entrepreneurs, 
opening in Sydney over Christmas 1891 with a burlesque troupe that included W. Horace Bent, 
and following that season with a return to Melbourne's St George's Hall in April the following year. 
While the extent of their operations over the next few years still requires further research, it would 

appear that they continued to operate successfully as partners up until 1896, at which time their 
careers appear to have taken different paths. Charles Cogill took up a long-term engagement with 
Harry Rickards (1896 – ca.1900), although it was not a fulltime association as he is known to have 
joined forces with Frank M. Clark in 1898 to stage shows in Perth and Fremantle. Harry Cogill in 

the meantime established his own minstrel company (known as Harry Cogills Federal Minstrels), 
employing many high-profile local artists. Around 1900 he returned from American having secured 
the rights to a number of musical comedies, which he staged under the auspices of Harry Cogill's 
Musical Comedy Company. Neither brother's movements have been established from 1901 

onwards. 
 

 Charles and Harry Cogill are representative of several established overseas performers who came to Australia in 

the 1880s during a period of activity and opportunity not seen in the county since the heady gold-rush era of the late 

1850s/early 1960s and subsequently stayed. As entrepreneurs the Cogills engaged a great number of local performers, 

and played a significant role in disseminating their knowledge beyond their own troupes, as many of these performers 

went on to carve out their own successful careers and in turn engaged and developed the next generation of performers. 

Perhaps their most significant influence, however, was in the writing, producing and staging of burlesques and farces. 

While the number of productions they are known to have written is considerable (see Appendices C and E), it may be 

surmised that they produced many more original works than has been identified. In this respect the brothers can be 

ranked alongside W. Horace Bent as the most influential Australian-based writers of music theatre works and minstrels 

farces in the late nineteenth century. As such they provided a foundation for local practice that eventually developed the 

Australian revusical.  

 The Cogill Brothers arrival in Australia with Billy Emerson's Minstrels in 1885 saw them accorded celebrity 

status virtually overnight. Indeed, the level of popularity they achieved became a powerful incentive for them to remain 

in the country. Several other members of the troupe also remained in the country either permanently of at least for a 

number of decades, with these performers being Dan Tracey, James R. Walsh, Billy King and Alf Holland. One of the 

earliest reviews of Emerson's company saw the Cogills contributions targeted among the highlights. "The second part of 

the entertainment," wrote a Sydney Morning Herald critic, embraced some clever step dancing and an amusing 

performance titled, "Dusters," given by the Cogill Brothers. Messer's Emerson and the Cogill Brothers as usual 

contributed largely towards the success of the entertainment, their efforts being vociferously applauded throughout the 

programme… [which] concluded with the "Two Black Roses," an exceedingly amusing performance by the [Cogills] in 

which they were assisted by other members of the company" (25 May 1885, 5). The Bulletin, although largely 

condescending in its attitude towards minstrelsy, saw some potential in the brothers' act. Their "Hungry Man" was 

absurdly funny," the magazine's critic writes. "Harry P. Cogill - a brother of the preceding singer - has a pleasing but 

not very powerful voice. Besides his song "A Boy's Best Friend is his Mother," is of the washy sentimental sort that 

appeals to very young and emotional people or to very old and hardened ones" (25 Apr. 1885, 9). According to the 

newspapers their standout performances by the brothers during their tour with Emerson included the musical sketch 

"Chit Chat" - with Charles as Mr Chit and Harry as Mr Chat (Gaiety Th, Syd, 11 Apr); the sketch "Leaders Of 

Fashion" (St George's Hall, Melb, 20 July); and their original plantation specialty, "Dat's My Girl" (St Geo's Hall, 31 

Oct.). In addition to his specialty turns with Harry, Charles also appeared on the corner as Mr Bones, opposite Billy 

Emerson as Mr Tambo.  The brothers were also responsible for writing a number of the company's farces. One of their 

more popular afterpieces was "Outwitted." 

 In December 1886, following Emerson's return to America, the brothers accepted an engagement with 

Williamson, Garner and Musgrove to appear in Alfred Maltby's Christmas extravaganza. Robinson Crusoe (Melb). 

While it is not yet clear whether the brothers put together their own company prior to appearing in the pantomime, 

certainly by April 1887 they were operating their own minstrel troupe. The Cogill Brothers' Minstrel and Burlesque 

Company's grand opening at the Gaiety Theatre (Syd) heralded a three year period in which the brother's success in 

Sydney and Melbourne saw them in direct competition with other leading entrepreneurs like F. E. Hiscocks, Frank 

Smith, Harry Rickards and Frank M. Clark. The troupe initially boasted the talents of such artists as Fannie Saroni, 

Harry Sullivan, George A. Jones, E. Amery, Frank Stevens, Alice Davenport and Walter Keen. Within a month the 

company also engaged Dan Tracey. The troupe's musical accompaniment was in the hands of eminent music director, 

Nicholas La Feuillade. A number of productions from their time with Emerson were revived, included "Chit Chat" (2 

Apr.), "Outwitted" (30 Apr.), and an updated version of "Dat's My Girl" - this time as "Dat's My Mudder" (28 May). 

The troupe also presented F. M. Clark's hugely popular Muldoon's Picnic" (21 May, with Dan Tracey in the lead role). 

Following their successful Sydney debut, which lasted until 2 July, the company transferred to St George's Hall, 
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Melbourne for another lengthy stay. Highlights of this season included the Cogills' original absurdities, "Smoked Out" 

(11 June), "Blunders" (25 June) and a burlesque specialty written for them, Haze-L-Kork (10 Sept.). 

 1888 and 1889 saw the Cogills continue to maintain, if not exceed the level of popularity their troupe had 

established from the opening of their Sydney season in 1887. Evidence of this can be seen by the fact that their 

Melbourne season continued well past the middle of the year. In July, too, the brothers formed a brief partnership with 

Harry Rickards, to present a season of minstrelsy and burlesque, with each company taking up half the programme. It 

was not to be the only time both managements worked together, with this joint partnership also being undertaken in 

1890 and 1892. The Cogill's company in 1888 included a number of Australian performers who would later go on to 

carve out long and successful careers in the country - notably, James Craydon, Thomas Delohery and Ted Holland. Still 

with company, too, were Alf Holland and George A. Jones. Popular burlesques staged that year included Drunk, One 

Behind; Or, Goal Kicked by Your Neighbour, Old Babble On and Our Letter Carriers (see Appendix C). In December 

1888 the brothers accepted another engagement with Williamson, Garner and Musgrove, performing in their Sinbad the 

Sailor pantomime (Theatre Royal, Melb), alongside Harry Leston and Bert Royle.  

 The brothers remained in Melbourne for the first two months of 1889, presenting several other popularly received 

burlesques - including Her Against the World (spoofing the recent Alfred Dampier version of Frank Harvey's play), 

Little Lord Funkey Boy and Marble-'Ouse Smell-Burn (another spoof, this time of Marvellous Melbourne). Following 

a brief season in Sydney (from 20 Apr.) they moved to Brisbane, taking over the lease of the city's Gaiety Theatre. 

Burlesques and farces staged around this period included the Sydney productions of "I'll Get You Something" (20 

Apr.), "Mystery" (27 Apr.), and another revival of the ever-popular Drunk (Gaiety, Bris, 30 May). By November the 

brothers were back at St George's Hall, Melbourne, where they remained until mid-1890. In May that year, too, the 

brothers once again joined with Harry Rickards for a brief time to present a dual-company entertainment.  

 It would appear that despite their popularity in Melbourne, the Cogills found the entertainment industry tough 

going as it fought to survive the depression. Although they were not alone in having their operations curtailed, they 

were certainly among the first of the leading entrepreneurs to reach this point. The Melbourne season saw them stage a 

number of new works, notably The Melbourne Salvage Corps; Or, Nathan's Big Fire (15 Mar.) and Treasures (24 

May), along with revivals of their more popular productions - including Drunk (5 Apr.) The economic difficulties being 

experienced were perhaps one reason why Harry Rickards again joined forces with the Cogills - sometime around early 

to mid-May. Although the two companies continued to operate as such at the St George's Hall, by the end of May 

Charles and Harry Cogill had applied for bankruptcy in the Melbourne Court of Insolvency (ARG: 31 May 1890, 6).  

 No record of the brothers' whereabouts over the eighteen months following June 1890 has been located at this 

stage. It would seem, however, that their insolvency was either overturned or they were able to repay their creditors as 

they were back in management with the Cogill Brothers Comedy Burlesque Company at Sydney's Garrick Theatre by 

Christmas 1891. Featuring W. Horace Bent and Fanny Saroni, the troupe opened the Sydney season with The Brook, a 

"musical, farcical, whimsical burlesque comedy in two acts," co-written or adapted by the Cogills and Horace Bent. The 

company transferred to Melbourne's St George's Hall in April the following year, opening with a burlesque of 

Bluebeard, which the Age notes was produced with the most astonishing detail (18 Apr. 1892, 6). On 20 August the 

Cogills once again teamed up with Harry Rickards, with the combined season lasting until 5 October. The overall length 

of their lease of the hall suggests that it was well attended given the economic situation still affecting the industry. This 

argument is born out by the quality of the artists engaged - notably Johnny Gilmore, Johnny Matlock, Will Whitburn, 

Slade Murray, Billy and Pearl Ackerman, and the Walhalla Brothers. Among the musical entertainments offered were 

burlesques such as Gay Paris (18 June), Si-Salem (9 July), Champagne and Oysters (6 Aug.), The Skillegens (20 

Aug.), and several Will Whitburn absurdities including one of his all-time favourites, Justice Outdone (27 Aug.).  The 

Cogills remained at St George's Hall until at least December.
12

  

  The Cogills New Minstrels Company opened at the Theatre Royal in Brisbane on 8 October 1895. The 

ctroupe comprised a number of Australian performers who would later become high profile industry practitioners; 

although at that time none were as well-known or regarded as the members of the brothers' previous companies. Later 

advertising in the Northern Miner (prior to the company's November regional Queensland tour) indicates that the troupe 

had traveled directly to Brisbane from Melbourne (14 Nov. 1895, 1). Their stay in the Victorian capital was apparently 

undertaken at the Bijou and Oxford theatres. Among the troupe for the Queensland tour were Alf Lawton and Clara 

Spencer, Tom Queen, Gus Gregory, Stella Tudor and the "Flying Meteor" Ouda. Over the course of the five week 

Brisbane season the company was strengthened by the addition of the city's own James C. Bain, who was returning after 

engagements in Melbourne and Sydney. Among the highlights of the season was a full production of Muldoon's Picnic, 

which was expanded into two acts with the addition of music and dances sequences (26 Oct.). The Brisbane Courier's 

critic records that Charles Cogill's role in their shows was very much a dominant one: 
 

Mr Charles Cogill, always a host in himself, was very much in evidence - not so much from choice as from 

necessity. Indeed, when he is on the boards an audience has few qualms about his powers of endurance. Their 

selfish, though excusable, demands are irresistible, and on Saturday evening it was only by disappearing in the 

wings that he finally escaped their clamours. His first song declared that "There are things it is not good to dwell 

upon." Some of these things are, in the authority of the song, upturned pins and soldier's ants' nests" (28 Oct. 

1895, 4). 

                                                           
12  The Cogills movements between December 1892 and 1895 have also not been established. As with many other variety companies operating at 

this time, the effects of the depression meant that economic survival required them to move about, operating on shoe-string budgets and taking 

advantage of opportunities where they lay.  

 



 

 747 

 

 

 

In early November, with Wal Rockley now in the troupe, the company headed north for a regional Queensland tour 

before returning to Brisbane where they again entertained the city - this time with the addition of several other emerging 

local artists, notably the Leslie Brothers. The company remained in Brisbane possibly until early to mid February 1896, 

at which time they opened at the Opera House in Sydney. Advertising for this season indicates that the company was 

much the same as the Queensland touring party. The grand opening saw them produce the farcical comedy, Fifteen 

Shillings (22 Feb.), with Charles Cogill taking the lead role of Peter Potts, the member for Balmain. 

  It seems that the brothers eventually parted ways sometime in 1896, with Charles Cogill working the "bones" 

corner with Tom Queen on Harry Rickards Tivoli programme (see 29 Aug.). Opposite Cogill and Queen were long-time 

Rickards' stars, Irving Sayles and Charlie Pope. Cogill was also hired to write and stage farces for the company, with 

the 29 August offering being "I'm Tired." He is believed to have remained on the Rickards' circuit on a frequent basis 

up until at least early 1900 (see Appendix A for dates of known performances). That he also undertook other 

engagements during this period is evidenced by his association with Frank M. Clark in 1898 at Ye Olde Englysh Fayre, 

Fremantle (30 Apr.) and the New Pavilion Theatre, Fremantle (18 June), with both ventures being staged under the 

name Clark and Cogill's Silk Stockings Company (30 Apr.). Two of the productions staged by Clark and Cogill 

included the farce, Rehearsal, better known previously as Irish Blunders, which dated back to 1887 (30 Apr.) and The 

Coalheaver's Revenge (7 May). It appears that Cogill remained in Perth following a Rickards Tivoli Company season 

in the city and was in a position to join forces with Clark who had already been staging his own shows in Perth. Cogill 

was back with Rickards in Perth by July that year, at which time provided much of the fun in a farcical sketch called "A 

Living Tragedy" (16 July) and the following month drew attention to the current premier of the state in a number called 

"He Hasn't Been the Same Man Since" - a reference to the subject of an apparent "loan" issue (WA: 1 Aug. 1898, 4). 

By the end of the year he was back in Melbourne playing the Opera House for Rickards. The following year one of his 

more popular songs, "And a Cloud Came O'er 'is Brow" was included in Rickards' Tivoli Annual (SMH: 7 Oct. 1899, 

2). With Rickards' company he performed alongside many of the cream of Australian performers, notable Will 

Whitburn, Gus Franks, Bob Bell, Violet Elliot and J. C. Bain. 

 Although Harry Cogill's career movements are less known at this stage, his entrepreneurial career does appear to 

have lasted longer than Charles'. In 1898, while his brother was briefly involved in management with Frank M. Clark, 

Harry was operating his own company - Harry Cogill's Federal Minstrel Company (see Gaiety Th, Melb; 4 June). 

Among the high profile Australian artists engaged by Harry Cogill during his late 1890s operations were Sam Gale 

(father of Sadie Gale), the Bovis Brothers, Florrie Ranger, Pope and Sayles, and Delohery Craydon and Holland. The 

company remained at the Gaiety Theatre until at least mid-Semester 1898, presenting a largely vaudeville show 

(without advertised burlesques or farces). In 1900 Harry Cogill's New Musical Comedy Company opened at the 

Brisbane Opera House (27 Oct.) with their premiere production being A Stranger in New York. The Brisbane Courier 

describes the comedy as being similar to A Trip to Chinatown, which was also in the company's repertoire. The lead 

role of the stranger was taken by Cogill. The same preview notes that he had recently returned from America, where he 

had obtained the rights to his current shows. These other productions are said to have included: An American Heiress, 

The Girl from Frisco and Uncle's Will. He was still also presenting "Outwitted" (22 Oct.). The opening production 

review notes in respect of his performance: "Mr Harry Cogill had a great reception, and in his character… whose 

impetuous and boisterous vitality is continually getting him into and out of all sorts of scrapes, he acted capably. His 

singing was of course still more successful, "Walker's Dancing School" and "The Choir Boy" being especially well 

received" (BC: 29 Oct. 1900, 2). Cogill also staged a number of English musical comedies - notably the Adrian Ross, J. 

T. Tanner and F. Osmond Carr hit In Town (3 Nov.). The large company comprised mostly local actors, who although 

not high profile names today nevertheless were accorded largely positive reviews by the Brisbane Courier's theatre 

critic.   

 Neither of the Cogills has been identified again during the survey, and it is not known whether they remained in 

Australia or returned to America. Interestingly, Frank M. Clark presented a special presentation during one of his 1904 

Gaiety Theatre (Melb) programmes called "Faces We Miss from the Stage." With music specially composed by Walter 

Keen, the turn saw illustrated pictures of several well-known performers, including along with the Cogills, Johnny 

Matlock, John Coleman and Wilson Barrett (A: 6 Aug. 1904, 16).  
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 
THE BROOK [burlesque] Txt. Charles W. Cogill, Harry P. Cogill, W. Horace Bent; Mus. [n/e] (1891). 
 

 

 

WALTER H. COOPER  
 

Dramatist, journalist, barrister. Born Walter Hampson Cooper on 6 July 1842 in Liverpool, west of 
Sydney. Employed as a journalist during the late 1860s and early 1870s, Cooper was admitted as a 

barrister in NSW in 1875, and also made several failed attempts at entering politics during the 
1870s. He wrote one of his most acclaimed dramas, Colonial Experience, in 1868. His other works 
from this period included the pantomimes, The History of Kodadad and His Brothers (1866) and 

Harlequin Little Jack Horner (1868), along with several well-received sensation dramas, notably Sun 
and Shadow (1870), and at least one farce. His last few years were filled with turmoil and 

controversy which may well have contributed to his early death in 1880. 
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 The first Australian writer of sensation drama, ahead of George Darrell and Alfred Dampier, Walter H. Cooper 

worked at a variety of occupations in his short life. He also attempted on several occasions to enter the world of politics, 

but was unable to gain office. Cooper's early career included a period as journalist with the Queensland Guardian, 

followed by a position as parliamentary reporter for the Sydney Morning Herald (1866). He joined the Argus for a short 

period, but returned to the Herald in 1871. It was during the late 1860s that he first turned his hand to writing for the 

stage. Arguably his most successful play, the melodrama, Colonial Experience, was produced in 1868. Some of the 

other theatre works Cooper wrote and which were staged during the 1860s and early 1870s include: two pantomimes, 

The History of Kodadad and His Brothers (1866) and Harlequin Little Jack Horner (1868); a farce titled The New 

Crime; Or, 'Andsome 'Enery's Mare's Nest (1868); the sensation dramas Sun and Shadow (1870), Foiled (1871), 

Hazard; Or, Pearce Dyceton's Crime (1872); and the tragedy, Rugantino the Ruthless (1872).  

 Cooper's interest in politics led to his acquaintance with Henry Parkes, and in 1872 he found himself acting as the 

politician's agent in both the Tamworth and Liverpool Plains electorates. The following year he was appointed secretary 

to the Public Charities Commission. Cooper's desire to enter politics was thwarted soon afterwards, however, when his 

exuberance and forthright opinions put him offside with a number of sitting members. Although dissuaded by Parkes 

from contesting a seat in East Sydney during the 1874 elections, he nevertheless made a failed attempt in the Lower 

Hunter region. Despite this setback, Cooper continued to make important contributions to political debates over the next 

few years through his insightful analyses - published in both newspapers and private pamphlets. In 1874 he travelled to 

America hoping to have his plays produced there. When this did not eventuate he returned to Australia and set his sights 

on entering the legal profession. Supported financially by Parkes, he was admitted to the bar in 1875 but found himself 

in dire financial straits for sometime afterwards, unable even to repay his benefactor. Not surprisingly his relationship 

with Parkes deteriorated as a result. Although managing to maintain his political momentum by becoming vice-

president of the protectionist Political Reform League and a leading activist in the anti-Chinese agitation movement, 

within a few years his tangled domestic affairs had begun to impose a strain on both his career and personal judgment.  

 By 1877 Cooper had managed to pay some of his debts off but his decision two years later to leave his wife led to 

a bitter family dispute. At one point a fight ensued between him and his brother-in-law. The Evening News (15 February 

1879, n. pag.) described the scuffle that eventuated, reporting that a gun had been fired. Although Cooper was not 

injured, the woman with whom he was having an affair was apparently grazed in the arm. Cooper shortly afterwards 

assaulted J. H. Heaton, which led to his own arrest and a £10 fine and bond. With his personal situation on a downward 

spiral Cooper found himself destitute within a year, and was forced to sell his possessions, including all his books. 

Writing to Parkes for help, he indicated that his life had been a bitter struggle against adversity all the more potent 

'because my own hand guided its weapons and poverty, humiliation and friendlessness were my companions' (qtd Bede 

Nairn, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 1969, 455). Walter Cooper died shortly afterwards on 26 July 1880 from a 

combination of heart disease, haemorrhage and exhaustion. An obituary published in the Sydney Morning Herald two 

days later suggested that he lacked the personal qualities that would have enabled his undoubted brilliance to shine 

consistently.  

 Cooper left behind his wife, Ellen, and his six children (five sons and one daughter). One of this last plays to be 

staged during his life, Fuss; Or, A Tale of the Exhibition, is believed to have been written a year or two previously. 

Staged at the Victoria Theatre (Syd) in April 1880, this three act comedy shows Cooper's insight into human 

psychology at its best, as he delineates the characteristics of the various nationalities represented at the International 

Exhibition. 
 
MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 

THE HISTORY OF KODADAD AND HIS BROTHERS  [pantomime]  Txt. Walter H. Cooper; Mus. various (1866); HARLEQUIN LITTLE 

JACK HORNER [pantomime]  Txt Adapt. Walter H. Cooper; Mus. [n/e] (1868). 
 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 

Cooper, Walter.  Colonial Experience.  Ed. Eric Irvine (1979). 
Nairn, Bede.  ADB:  3 (1969), 453-5. 

Williams, Margaret. Australia on the Popular Stage. (1983), 96-7. 

 

 

 

VINCE COURTNEY    
 

Songwriter, singer, revusical and pantomime actor. One of Australia's leading young variety 
songwriters to emerge during the First World War, Vince Courtney often performed with his wife, 
Eva. Both artists were engaged by most of the leading companies of the era including the Fullers and 

Harry Clay. For several years Courtney was a key member of Nat Phillips' Stiffy and Mo Revue 
Company, and contributed songs to several of Phillips' pantomimes, including The Bunyip (1916). 

Many of his songs were also written for other leading variety performers. 
 

 Billed throughout his career as "the man who sings his own songs," the earliest record of Vince Courtney's career 

found to date is in 1915 when he was engaged as a member of Arthur Morley's Revue Company. However, it appears 

that he was by then already an established performer and songwriter.  In support of this is the fact that he had been 

considered by the editors of Australian Variety's as a suitable contributor for the publication's special Christmas edition 

that year – an opportunity that would not have been offered a newcomer to the industry. Several reviews and 

advertisements during the year suggest, too, that he had been attracting considerable attention with his songs. One critic 
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wrote, for example, that Courtney's song, "Our Flag Shall Never Come Down," is "about the best of its kind now on the 

halls, and if published ought to bring in good profits for the composer" (AV: 10 Feb. 1915, n. pag.).  

 In 1916 Courtney appeared in the picnic scene of the play Factory 'Ands, while at the same time continuing to 

extend his popularity as a vaudeville artist. His turns around this period generally involved two or three of his own 

songs and a recitation. One of his most popular numbers was "Pop Goes the Kaiser." By this stage Courtney was being 

engaged by several of Sydney's leading B circuit managers, including Harry Clay. He is known to have appeared, for 

instance, in the Clay produced revusical A Night in Paris (ca. Nov.) along with his wife Eva. The Theatre notes in 

relation to one of his performances for Clay that "Mr Courtney - in the first half, and again in the second - sang patriotic 

songs of his own composition, clearly and nicely. His first number had a fine swing in it; and in the second half he 

spiritedly defended "Me Brother Wot Stayed at Home" (by Tom Skeyhill) - the point being that family obligations, in 

many cases, prevented some of the sons from going to the front." (Mar. 1916, 45).  The lyrics to this were later printed 

in Australian Variety (29 Dec., n. pag.). Courtney's rising profile also led in turn to him being offered a role in the 

Fuller's 1916 pantomime The Bunyip, and for which he contributed several original songs - "The Corroboree Rag," 

(sung by Peter Brooks), "Kewpie Doll," and "Chinee Girl" (aka "My Little Chinee Girl"). The two latter numbers were 

performed by Courtney himself. Both songs were published by W. J. Deane, as were most of his compositions. 

Courtney portrayed the character, Ah Fat, in the production.   

 In 1916, too, Courtney was invited into The Chasers, a theatrical social gathering instigated by associates of 

Australian Variety. Those known to have associated with the group over the course of its life included high profile 

variety theatre industry professionals such as Martin C. Brennan and Andy Kerr (Australian Variety editor and manager 

respectively), Charlie Vaude, Fred Bluett, Jack Kearns and Harry Clay. Not long after joining Courtney began 

contributing articles to Australian Variety under the title "With the Chasers." Many of the pieces were written in verse. 

He was also for a time a spokesman for Hean's Tonic commissioned to write for other performers. Some of the more 

high profile performers who utilised his talent during their careers were: Nellie Kolle ("Come Back and Mend Your 

Broken Doll," ca. 1917), Dan Thomas, the Phillip Sisters, Billy Watson, Ted Stanley and Tom Dawson. 
 

 
 

Vince Courtney 

Australian Variety 9 Feb. 1916, n. pag. 
(Courtesy of the Mitchell Library, State 

Library of NSW) 

        Although a noted performer in his own right, Courtney was often 

accompanied on stage by his wife, who is believed to have begun 

working with him from at least around 1915. By the end of 1919, the 

Courtney's had been  performing in revue and pantomime for the Fuller's 

organisation for three years, with much of this time involving tours 

throughout Australia and New Zealand as part of Nat Phillips' Stiffy and 

Mo company. During those three years Courtney contributed a number 

of songs to the Fullers' pantomimes, including "My Home" (Babes in 

the Wood, 1918), and "The Silver in my Mother's Hair" and "Mexico" 

(Cinderella, 1919). Reviews of the latter production tend to suggest that 

his songs were two of the musical highlights of the evening.  Indeed, in 

commenting on Courtney's role as Pickles (Cinderella), a Theatre critic 

writes: "He has earned a unique position for himself in the Fuller's 

pantos - that of appearing from year to year largely for the purpose of 

being heard in a number of his own compositions" (Jan. 1920, 23).  

      In March 1920 the couple made a long awaited return to vaudeville, 

under the Fuller's regime, and performed all their successful hits to that 

date, including the numbers from Bunyip, Babes in the Wood and 

Cinderellas. By the end of the year, however, Vince Courtney was back 

in pantomime, contributing songs for the Fullers Bluebeard production. 

An Australian Variety critic made the observation that Courtney was 

"the best-selling songwriter in Australia [and that] his melodies are good 

and the words catchy" (19 Nov. 1920, 5). This claim is supported by an 

Everyone's article on Courtney published in 1921. "Vince Courtney," the 

reviewer writes, "has written more best-sellers than any other writer in 

Australia" (14 Sept. 1921, 15. 

 In 1924 Courtney appeared with comedian, Charlie Vaude, in the latter's revue, Cranking Up, and was once more 

on the Clay circuit around the end of the year. In September 1925 he and Eva were back performing on "Fuller time," 

presenting "a song, dance and story offering dressed a la fashion-plate." According the Theatre's vaudeville critic "a 

feature of the act was that the couple used their own material, for Vince is a past-master at writing anything from 

pantomime to a gag. The turn will improve with time, and become one of the best on the Fuller circuit" (Oct. 1925, 14). 

By December that year Courtney was again called on to play Ah Fat in the Fuller's Christmas revival of The Bunyip at 

the Hippodrome (Syd). The production also included at least one of his own compositions, "Grey Hair, Grey Eyes."  

 More than twenty of Vince Courtney's published songs are entered on the AustLit online database, including: "My 

Chinee Girl," "The Cold North Sea," "Isobel" (foxtrot), "She was like the Blue in Heaven," "That Little Home Among 

the Hills," "There Never was a Love Like Mother's Love," "Beautiful is My Old Lady," "Our Flag Never Shall Come 

Down," "Boggabri," "Corroboree Rag," "When I was One Year Old," "Come Back and Mend Your Broken Doll," "My 

Home," The Silver in My Mother's Hair," "Mexico," Au Revoir Honolulu," "Back to Viginia," Through the Sin of a 

Son," Jane O'Hara," "Give Me Real Hawaiian" and "Dear Old Mother Macree."  
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MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 

THE BUNYIP  [pantomime]  Lib/Lyr. Ella Airlie, with Nat Phillips; Mus. Ella Airlie and Dr Herbert de Pinna; Add Mus/Lyr incl. Vince Courtney 

(1916);  THE BABES IN THE WOOD [pantomime] Lib. Nat Phillips; Mus/Lyr. incl. Vince Courtney (1918);  CINDERELLA [pantomime] Lib. Nat 
Phillips; Mus/Lyr. incl. W. Hamilton Webber and Vince Courtney (1919); BLUEBEARD  [pantomime] Lib. Nat Phillips; Mus/Lyr. incl. Vince 

Courtney (1920); CRANKING UP  [revusical]  Txt. Charles Vaude et al; Mus incl. Vince Courtney (1924). 

 
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

AustLit: The Resource for Australian Literature.      Incl links to digital copies available on the internet.          

"Harry Clay Co, The."  TT: Mar. (1916), 45.      [rnib] 

 

 

 

W. J. CURTIS    
 

Librettist, actor, lawyer. William James Curtis started his working career as a lawyer and undertook 
amateur acting on the side. His first known professional engagement was in a Philip Lytton 
production in 1905. He later collaborated with composer W. Arundel Orchard on at least two comic 
operas, The Coquette (1905) and The Emperor (1906). Several of his plays were also staged by the the 

Stanley McKay-led Sydney Muffs amateur theatre company, and he and Orchard worked together 
again on the cantata, Ulla the Boatman (ca.1912). Curtis later became a K.C. and is known to have 

been a shareholder and board member of Tivoli Theatres Ltd during the mid-late 1920s. 
 

 Although little is yet known about W. J. Curtis, it has been established that he was a lawyer whose passion for the 

theatre saw him become both an amateur actor and theatrical writer of some considerable ability. The Theatre magazine 

noted, for example, that as Bronson Pere in the Players Theatre Company season of The Belle of New York (Syd, ca. 

Mar. 1905), produced by Philip Lytton, Curtis "brought out all the dry humour of the past and 'Praps' was given in a 

manner which was quite up to the standard of the professional stage" (1 Apr. 1905, 13).  The same magazine, writing in 

advance of the Curtis/Orchard production of The Emperor in 1906, also refers to the young librettist as a man "whose 

pen is never idle in regard to writing for the stage" (Sept. 1906, 6).  

 The first work known to have come from Curtis's pen and to have been staged was The Coquette (1905), co-

written with John I. Hunt to a score by W. Arundel Orchard. The following year his comedy The Amateur Burglar was 

produced under the auspices of Stanley McKay and the Sydney Muffs over two nights at the Criterion (Syd) beginning 

1 August. This was in fact a dramatised adaptation of W. W. Jacobs' short story The Bosun's Mate. The Sydney 

Morning Herald notes: "whist the general outline of the original story and the trend of the dialogue have been followed, 

the two days action has been limited for the sake of dramatic unity to a few minutes… [and thus] cleverly condensed so 

as to form a curtain-raiser which professional companies should hereafter find of much service" (2 Aug. 1906, 9). Later 

that same year his second collaboration with Orchard, The Emperor brought the pair much critical praise, and a more 

than respectable one-month season, when they produced the work themselves at Sydney's Palace Theatre (on a meagre 

budget of some four to five hundred pounds).   

        Curtis's talent as a librettist was at least recognised by some critics, 

an aspect often missing from reviews of the work of other local authors, 

both professional and amateur. A review of his narrative construction for 

The Emperor suggested, for example that Orchard's "captivating music" 

was scored to a "well defined… genuinely witty [and] amusingly 

effective plot." The same critic went on further to record that "Mr Curtis 

has written some excellent lyrics, and his dialogue is bright and pungent, 

and in the second act the lines on "life," previous to the quintet, have a 

sound philosophical ring, that shows that the author is a keen observer of 

human nature." (TT: 1 Dec. 1906, 12).  

 Sometime around 1912 Curtis and Orchard collaborated on another 

musical work, this being the cantata Uller, the Bowman. Although first 

staged in Australia for the opening concert of the Royal Victorian 

Liedertafel in early 1913, the work had been published the previous year 

in London by Laudy and Co. A Sydney Morning Herald music and 

drama critic, in writing about the lack of due recognition paid to "the 

Australian worker in musical art," said of their effort: "it is worth a good 

many of the customary 'tuneful' cantatas which so frequently have 

acceptance, and for no reason other than they come from England." 

Concerning the work itself, the critic wrote: 
 
 

W. J. Curtis 

Theatre Nov. 1906, 7 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 

 

 

 

"Mr Curtis has written an uncommonly good poem, in which the old Norse battleground of the gods 

and the giants is deftly and gracefully exploited… [while] Mr Orchard's music… has music vigour 
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and picturesqueness where the descriptive passages are called for, while the love episodes of Scardi is 

handled with much feeling" (SMH: 1 Feb. 1913, 6).  
 

The cantata's second performance in Australia was in Sydney in July of 1913, performed by the Sydney Liedertafel. 

The only other known work by Curtis is the opera, Dorian Gray, based on Oscar Wilde's novel. Although the 

libretto appears to have been completed in 1919, and the second act presented as a concert version that year at the 

Conservatorium of Music, Sydney (11 Sept.), no staged version of the full work appears to have been undertaken. 

Orchard also does not mention the work in his autobiography, suggesting that the score remains unfinished.  
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 
THE COQUETTE  [comic opera]  Lib. W.J. Curtis and John I. Hunt; Mus. W. Arundel Orchard (1905);  THE EMPEROR  [comic opera]  Lib. W.J. 

Curtis; Mus. W. Arundel Orchard (1906); DORIAN GRAY  [opera]  Lib. W. J. Curtis; Mus. W. Arundell Orchard (1919, incomplete). 

 
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

"Music and Drama."  SMH: 6 Sept. (1919), 8. 

"Sydney Muffs at the Criterion, The."  SMH: 2 Aug. (1906), 9. 
TT: 1 Sept. (1905), 12.   Photograph. 

 

 

 

ALFRED DAMPIER 
  

Dramatist, actor, manager, director, producer. Born at Horsham (Sussex, Eng) on 28 Feb. 1847.  A 

member of Henry Irving's company in England in the mid-1860s, Alfred Dampier first toured 
Australia in 1873 for Henry Harwood and George Coppin. He soon afterwards he formed his own 
company and subsequently based himself in Australia and New Zealand, initially specialising in 
Shakespeare. He later broadened his repertoire, and performed in many productions with his wife, 

Katherine and daughters, Rose and Lily. Tours of America and the United Kingdom ca. 1878 met 
with little success and he returned to Australia where he later staged such significant Australian 
works as For the Term of His Natural Life (1886), Robbery under Arms (1890), and The Miner's Rights 

(1891). A number of his most popular melodramas were written in collaboration with Garnet Walch. 
Dampier's music theatre works include Helen's Babies (1877) and several adaptations of Uncle Tom's 
Cabin (1879, 1886). His melodrama Marvellous Melbourne (1889) also contained a significant amount 

of music. Dampier died in 1908. 
 

 Alfred Dampier began his working career in a barrister's office, having completed his education at Charterhouse 

School, England. After dabbling with local amateur productions he eventually decided against a legal career and turned 

instead to the professional stage. One of his earliest known engagements was with a Manchester-based theatre company 

headed by Henry Irving. After Irving left for London in 1866 Dampier became its leading actor. A short while later, 

however, he also made the move to the English capital and set about developing his craft there. He eventually graduated 

to lead actor status and was subsequently invited to visit Australia in 1873 by Henry R. Harwood and George Coppin. 

He made his Australian debut later that year in his own adaptation of Faust and Marguerite (Theatre Royal, Melbourne) 

and soon afterwards formed a company made up of mostly local actors. The decision by Dampier to concentrate his 

efforts in Australia would, over the next three decades, see his organisation become not only one of the leading 

theatrical troupes operating in the antipodes, but also make his name a household one.  

 Dampier's reputation as a Shakespearian actor gave him the opportunity to mount numerous productions of the 

bard's works throughout the colonies over the next few years (although none fared as well as his later melodramas - the 

theatrical enterprises that in fact became his trademark). The success he garnered in Australia and New Zealand during 

the mid-1870s saw him attempt to reproduce similar results in America in 1878, but the tour did not ignite much 

interest. He returned to Australia for a period, before trying his luck on several tours through the United Kingdom. After 

failing to establish himself in Britain he eventually returned to Australia, where between 1880 and 1885 he alternated 

Sydney and Melbourne with occasional regional tours. During this time he also began to develop his own writing craft. 

His most significant collaborations were with playwrights like F. R. C. Hopkins and journalist John Stanley James (aka 

Julian Thomas / "Vagabond"). Another of his successes from this period of his career, too, was The Flying Dutchman 

(aka the Phantom Ship) written by his wife Katherine (nee Russell). It was first staged in 1880. 

 For some three years beginning in 1885, Dampier settled in to an almost continuous season in Sydney, first at the 

Gaiety Theatre and later at the Royal Standard Theatre in Castlereagh Street. Some of his earlier debut productions 

included his own drama Under the Southern Cross (1885); a collaborative adaptation with John F. Sheridan of Uncle 

Tom's Cabin (1886); F. R. C. Hopkins' All for Gold (1886); and another original work, Our Emily (1886). This period 

in Sydney also saw Dampier strive more and more to promote Australian drama and Australian stories – not just his 

own works but also those by other local playwrights. His strategy paid off almost immediately when he scored a 

significant hit with For the Term of His Natural Life (1886) which he co-adapted with Thomas Somers from Marcus 

Clarke's novel. Dampier also organised a play competition as part of country's centennial celebrations, staging the 

winning entry, John Perry's The Life and Death of Captain Cook, on 28 January 1888.  

 At the end of 1888 Dampier moved his operations to the Alexandra Theatre, Melbourne. It was there, and in 

collaboration with Garnet Walch, that he wrote a string of original melodramas that effectively placed him among the 

most important and influential dramatist/actor/managers in Australian theatre history. These works included Marvellous 

Melbourne, which they co-wrote with J. H. Wrangham and Thomas Somers in 1889. The first of the Dampier/Walch 

melodramas, however, was The Count of Monte Cristo (1890). This was followed shortly afterwards by a hugely 

http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowAgent&agentId=A2@5
http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowWork&workId=Crk%7b
http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowAgent&agentId=A$QC
http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowWork&workId=Crl2&mode=full
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popular adaptation of Rolfe Boldrewood's Robbery under Arms (1890), then For Love and Life (q.v., 1890), The 

Miner's Right (1891), The Scout (1891), The Trapper (1891), This Great City (1891), Wilful Murder (1892) and Help 

One Another (1892). Dampier also produced Walch's Jack the Giant Killer in 1891.   

 As with many of his theatrical contemporaries the depression had a drastic impact on Dampier's financial 

resources. He was eventually forced to close his Melbourne season in 1892 and attempted to address the situation by 

mounting a tour of New Zealand. This proved a disaster, however, and he subsequently entered into a brief period of 

insolvency. His initial reaction to this situation was to return to England, but he fared no better than the last time. Even 

his production of Robbery under Arms at the Princess Theatre failed to attract much positive attention from the London 

critics, although his acting was given much praise. 

 By now resigned to the fact that Australia still held the most promise for him, Dampier returned in 1894 and set 

about trying to re-establish his somewhat tarnished reputation. The task was by no means easy. Victoria remained a 

difficult place for him to tour for several years (due primarily to the fact that he had been declared bankrupt in that 

state), and while the rest of the country was supportive, the theatre industry continued to struggle throughout the 

remainder of the decade in an economic environment shattered by the depression. Added to these problems was a 

scandal concerning Lily Dampier's private life, and frequent health problems that he (and his wife) endured throughout 

their later years. Despite these problems Dampier managed to claw his way back to the position he had commanded at 

the peak of his career in the late 1880s, a factor that undoubtedly endeared him to both the critics and public alike 

during the remainder of his professional life. Indeed, Richard Fotheringham notes that during this period Dampier came 

to be regarded as a courtly gentleman and scholarly actor, who although not challenging the operations of the more 

prosperous operations of J. C. Williamson, William Anderson and Bland Holt was nevertheless a sentimental favourite 

of the Australian stage at that time (180).  

 Alfred Dampier died in Sydney on 23 May 1908 of a brain haemorrhage. He left behind his wife, Katherine, who 

as an actress had played a significant role in his career, his two daughters and a son, the actor Alfred Dampier Jnr (aka 

Fred). Lily Dampier and her husband Alfred Rolfe adapted several of Dampier's scripts for early Australian films. He 

also left behind a significant legacy of achievement. His role in helping develop both an Australian theatrical tradition 

and the industry itself certainly cannot be questioned. Later prominent actor/writers like Bert Baily and Edmund 

Duggan are known to have acknowledged his influence on their early careers. In addition, many leading actors of the 

era found employment with him for extended periods of time, and in turn passed on their experiences to other actors - 

whether as peers or as pedagogues. Such actors include: Harry Leston, Harry W. Emmet, Lachlan McGowan, Carrie 

Bilton, Harry Sefton, J. R. Greville, Harry Stoneham and J. B. Atholwood (father of actress Sybil Atholwood). 
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 

HELEN'S BABIES [play with music]  Txt Adapt. Garnet Walch (from J. Habberton); Mus. [n/e]. (1877); UNCLE TOM'S CABIN [play with music] 
Txt Adapt. Alfred Dampier (from Harriett Beecher Stowe); Mus. [n/e] (1879);  UNCLE TOM'S CABIN [play with music] Txt Adapt. Alfred Dampier 

and John F. Sheridan (from Harriett Beecher Stowe); Mus. Herbert Percy [aka Percy H. Kehoe] and Prof. Miller (1886).  

   
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

Fotheringham, Richard. CTTA: (1995), 180. 

Irvin, Eric. Australian Melodrama: Eighty Years of Popular Theatre (1981), 60-77. 
Obituary.  SMH: 25 May (1908), 6.   

Porter, Hal. Stars of the Australian Stage and Screen. (1965), v. pags. 

Rees, Leslie.  Towards an Australian Drama. (1953), 16-17, 22-8. 
Rickard, John.  "Alfred Dampier" ADB: 4 (1972), 13. 

---   "Alfred Dampier: An Actor-Manager in the 'Land of Romance.'"  K: 3 (1973): 44-57. 

Williams, Margaret.  Australia on the Popular Stage. (1983), 133-8. 

 

 

 

GEORGE DARRELL 
 

Dramatist, actor, director. Born George Frederick Price on 11 December 1841 in Bath (Somerset, 
Eng). Darrell's first notable stage appearances in Australia were with Fanny Simonsen in the late 
1860s (as a singer) and as a juvenile actor with Walter Montgomery (later becoming a company's 
lead). He began writing his own works in the early 1870s, notably the drama Man and Wife (1871) 

and several musical works including the sketch, The Darrells At Home and the musical play 
Matrimonial Manoeuvres, which he performed with his wife Fanny Cathcart. The author of more than 
thirty plays, Darrell is best known for such works as Transported for Life (1876), Back from the Grave 

(1878), The Naked Truth (1883), The Sunny South (1883), The Squatter (1885) and The Soggarth 

(1886). Occasionally provided lyrics for songs used in his plays. He last appeared on the stage as an 
actor in 1916. Darrell committed suicide in 1921 aged 80 years. 

  

 The son of a prominent Bath (England) brewer, George Darrell first arrived in Australia around 1865 after having 

run away from home whilst in his teens. Following a brief spell in Melbourne he spent the next few years fossicking for 

gold in New Zealand before returning to Australia. It was during this time that he learned the art of engraving and 

performed in local amateur theatrical productions. Darrell's first theatrical success came through Mde. Fanny Simonsen 

who engaged him to sing secondary roles in grand opera. One such part was Prince Paul in The Grand Duchess. In 

1869 he took on the juvenile lead opposite Walter Montgomery during the famous actor's Melbourne season. Around 

this time Darrell married Fanny Cathcart, the widow of actor Robert Heir, who had come to Australia in 1863 with 

Charles Kean. The union was to prove a successful one, both personally and professionally, and Darrell soon rose to 

http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowWork&workId=CXO)
http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowWork&workId=Crl)
http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowWork&workId=Crl%2c
http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowWork&workId=Crl%2c
http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowWork&workId=Crl-
http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowWork&workId=Crl0
http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowWork&workId=Crl1
http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowWork&workId=Crl4
http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowWork&workId=Crl4
http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowWork&workId=CsDw&mode=full
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prominence as a lead actor in his own right, and as a principal cast member for several overseas companies touring the 

country.  

 George Darrell's career as a dramatist began around the late 1860s/early 1870s. One of earliest works was an 

adaptation of the drama Man and Wife (1871). In 1872 he became lessee and director of the old Victoria Theatre, and 

engaged a company of actors, among them George P. Carey and Maggie Oliver. He also toured throughout Australia 

presenting combinations of plays and musical entertainments, several of which were his own creations. Among these 

early works were the musical sketch The Darrell's at Home and a play with music, Matrimonial Manoeuvres. Between 

1872 and his retirement some thirty-five years later, George Darrell wrote and produced no less than 23 original plays 

and ten dramatisations of existing stories. Interestingly, his early works (at least up to 1876) seldom attempted to tackle 

Australian subjects. Thus it was not until Transported for Life (1876), first staged in New Zealand some two years after 

Darrell had returned to the antipodes from an American tour, that local characters and situations become pivotal to his 

narratives. His first season in Australia in 1877 (which followed the tour of New Zealand) also saw him present a 

revival of an earlier work The Trump Card (1874). Darrell simply changed the narrative from America to Sydney (for 

the Sydney season) and to Melbourne (when he played there in 1880).  

 In 1878 Darrell produced Back from the Grave, a melodrama which had its plot based on spiritualism and was set 

almost entirely in England. This was followed in 1879 by the war melodrama The Forlorn Hope; Or, A Tale of 

Tomorrow. Margaret Williams suggests that this last work finally saw Darrell come into his own as an Australian 

playwright (120). The Naked Truth, an emotional drama staged in 1883 with a small amount of musical performance, 

was followed that same year with his most acclaimed work The Sunny South. Regarded as one of the most important 

Australian plays of the late nineteenth century, it had long seasons in Melbourne and Sydney before touring throughout 

most of Australia. It was also produced in London in 1884 and later in America. Darrell is said to have played the role 

of Mat Morley at least 940 times. Among his other successful dramas, too, were: The Squatter, which included the 

George Darrell/David Cope composition "The Passion Song Waltz" (1885); The Soggarth, a play with incidental music 

composed by Walter J. Rice (1886); another play The New Rush (1886); a dramatisation of Nat Gould's novel The 

Double Event (1893); and one of his final productions The Land of Gold (1907).  

 George Darrell's last appearance in public was in 1916 when, at age seventy-five, he "declaimed with surprising 

spirit his own well-turned lyrics 'Around the Dardanelles,' and Tennyson's 'The Charge of the Light Brigade,'" at the 

George Marlow-run Shakespeare Tercentenary Festival (GR: Feb. 1921, 12). His last few years were spent at Roslyn 

Gardens (Sydney). On Thursday 27 January 1921 Darrell left a note in his room telling his friends he was going on a 

long voyage. The following day his body was washed up on Dee Why Beach on Sydney's north shore.  
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 

THE DARRELLS AT HOME  [musical sketch]  Txt. George Darrell; Mus. [n/e] (1872);  MATRIMONIAL MANOEUVRES  [play with music] 
Txt. George Darrell; Mus. [n/e] (1872). 

   

FURTHER REFERENCE: 
Fotheringham, Richard. Sport in Australia. (1992), v. pags.         

"George Darrell: Veteran Actor Passes."  GR: Feb. (1921), 12. 

"In the World of Music and Drama." SYM: 2 Feb. (1921), 14.      [rnib] 
Irvin, Eric.  Australian Melodrama: EightyYears of Popular Theatre. (1981), v. pags.      

---   Gentleman George - King of Melodrama. (1980). 

---   "George Darrell, an Ambitious Dramatist." Q: May (1976), 39-45. 
Williams, Margaret.  Australian on the Popular Stage. (1983), 117-29. 

 

 

 

C. J. DE GARIS 
 

Librettist, farmer, businessman, publicist, author. Born Clement John De Garis in Melbourne on 22 

November 1884. Born into a fruit farming family, C. J. De Garis's early career was as a 
businessman. His interest in the arts saw him collaborate with Reginald Stoneham on the musical 
comedy F. F. F. (1920) and he later wrote and published several short stories, a novel and an 
autobiography, Victories of Failure (1925). Charged with fraud but exonerated in the mid-1920s, De 

Garis committed suicide in 1926. 

  

      The eldest son of a Mildura (Vic) businessman, Elisha De Garis, C. J. De Garis was exempted from school at a very 

early age in order to help out with his father's struggling business, and by fourteen had saved enough money to pay his 

own fees for two years at Melbourne's Wesley College. At seventeen he returned to his family's business and was 

instructed to maintain the current sales figures. Within eighteen months he had tripled them, and soon afterwards went 

into business for himself. During a difficult period for the industry in 1919, De Garis took over the role of publicity 

manager for the Australian Dried Fruit Association, mounting a nationwide marketing campaign along American lines. 

In this respect he exploited anything and everything to increase sales, even suggesting the benefits of dried fruits as a 

means of combating the Spanish influenza epidemic. In 1920 he purchased 47,325 acres around Kendenup, WA for 

subdivision. Part of the operation was to irrigate the land, and he is said to have built cottages for some 80 employees 

undertaking this work. De Garis also provided the small community with a school, library and entertainment centre. 

       It was around this same period that De Garis, who saw himself as a patron of the arts (having launched a Great 

Australian Novel competition), decided to try his hand at writing for the stage. In collaboration with composer Reginald 

A. A. Stoneham, he wrote the libretto for a musical comedy, F. F .F., which premiered in Adelaide in 1920. 
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Unfortunately the musical's credibility, and the possibility of a successful Australian tour, was hampered by the public's 

scepticism over the premiere's timing, which coincided with an advertising campaign for Sunraysed fruits. Following 

the Adelaide season F. F. F. was staged in Perth and Melbourne. A proposed Sydney production never eventuated due 

to financial difficulties. Despite the failure of the show, it did at least provide two hits songs, "Murray Moon," and 

"Sleepy Seas."  

        De Garis later published several short stories, a war drama 

Ambition Run Mad (1941) and a largely autobiographical novel 

Victories of Failure (1925). The book came out some two years after 

his company was forced into liquidation. His later years saw him 

become a "colourful" and infamous figure, as his extravagant tastes 

and reckless nature took control of his better judgment. He was on one 

hand seen as a man of the people when he exposed an American fraud 

who had attempted to swindle the Mildura community, while on the 

other hand he too was charged with fraud after a financial scheme to 

raise a quarter of a million pounds failed. Although exonerated by a 

Royal Commission he found his reputation deeply tarnished by the 

affair. He attempted to re-ignite his financial position but his mental 

health by this time had become rather unstable. In late December 1924 

following another business failure he passed a valueless cheque which 

led to police action. De Garis subsequently faked his own death by 

making it look as if he had drowned. After an intensive investigation 

police decided that he not done so and subsequently issued an 

Australia-wide warrant for his arrest. It was soon discovered that he 

had for several days been residing at Mortlake under the name Leslie. 

When a man answering his description was seen travelling steerage 

under that name on a steamer bound for New Zealand, Auckland 

police were asked to board the ship when in docked. He was brought 

back to Australia to face court but was once again acquitted. However, 

his sense of failure was too much by this stage and in a state of 

depression and delusion he gassed himself to death on 17 August 1926 

at his Mornington (Vic) home. 
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 

 
 

C. J. De Garis 
Green Room Sept. (1920), 18. 

(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 

F.F.F.  Lib. C.J. De Garis; Mus. Reginald A.A. Stoneham (1920). 

 
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

"Big Stunt, The."  GR: May (1919), 18, 19. [rnib] 

"De Garis Mystery: Latest Maheno Development - Detectives Await Boat's Arrival." A: 12 Jan. (1925), 9. 
McCalman, Janet. ADB: 8 (1966), 269-70. 

"Results of Sunraysed Polititical Non-Party Planks."  GR: Apr. (1921), 27.   Advert.    

"Sunraysed Pictures." GR: July (1919), 10. [rnib] 

 

 

 

CHARLES DELAVALE 
 

Comic, eccentric dancer, revue and pantomime actor, producer, manager. Often referred to as "Ike" 
(the name of his most popular revusical character), Charles Delavale established himself initially as a 
solo performer before teaming up with Elvie Stagpoole, and whom he married in 1920. As Delavale 
and Stagpoole they were engaged by Walter George Revue Company in 1921. Delavale was associated 

with most major vaudeville organisations throughout the 1920s including Harry Clay's and the 
Fullers. By 1925 he was one of Clay’s major attractions, producing his own revues and pantomimes 
with the Ike Delavale Revue Co. He was employed by the Fullers in 1928 to produce revues. His last 
known engagements were in 1947 with Bruce Carroll's Tivoli Theatre (Perth). 

 

 A specialist Hebrew comedian during his early career, Charles Delavale,
13

 familiarly known as Ike from around 

1920 onwards, was an eccentric dancer, actor, producer, writer and manager who worked in a variety of popular theatre 

traditions (notably vaudeville, revue and pantomime). Although sharing the same name with another high profile 

Australian comedian, Ern Delavale, the two were not related. Delavale's first engagement located to date is in March 

1920 when he appeared at Harry Clay's Gaiety Theatre presenting a Charlie Chaplin impersonation. A few months later 

he was on the same bill at the Shaftesbury Theatre (Perth) with Elvie Stagpoole whom he married in October that year. 

Stagpoole's career dates back to at least 1917 when she is known to have performed a solo dance in the pantomime 

staged at the Grand Opera House (Syd). It is likely that she was on the stage earlier than this, however, as she was the 

daughter of Alec Stagpoole, an ex-performer with the Stagpoole troupe of acrobats and from 1915 onwards, Harry 

Clay's head scenic artist at the Bridge Theatre.  

                                                           
13      Although Charles Delavale's year of birth has not yet been established his birthday was reported as being 13 October. He was likely born 

somewhere between 1895 and 1900, however. 
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 Soon after their marriage Delavale and Stagpoole returned to the Clay circuit for a brief season. In early 1921 they 

accepted an engagement to appear with the Walter George Revue Company, opening in Adelaide in May, and followed 

this with a contract on the Fuller circuit both as individual turns and as a duo (their places in the Walter George troupe 

were taken by Jim Gerald and Essie Jennings). Everyone's notes in respect of this engagement: "Delavale and Stagpoole 

should be a decided acquisition inasmuch as both are exceptionally versatile, and not afraid of hard work. Although 

only formed some months ago, the act of Delavale and Stagpoole has played most successful seasons in Perth and on 

the Clay circuit, so their [current] engagement should be marked with still further triumph" (11 May 1921, 16). It is 

possible that while working on the Fuller circuit around this time, Delavale took to wearing make-up of a very similar 

kind to that of Roy Rene. According to Fred Parsons, Mo was explosively indignant when finding this out. "The dirty 

mug has knocked off me make-up, pal," said the comic. "Strike me lucky, you'd think the mug could be original in 

something, wouldn’t you?" (3). From all accounts Delavale dropped the minor Mo character shortly afterwards 

(although Rene is said to have reminded him of it whenever he had the chance) and Parsons himself records that he 

eventually developed into a good character actor instead of a third-rate comedian.
14

  
 

 

        Delavale and Stagpoole continued to appear on the Clay circuit during 

1921, and in 1922 they took up a brief engagement with Bert Le Blanc's 

Revue Company. Both performers continued to attract an increasing 

popularity with Australian audiences, particularly on the Clay circuit where 

they worked regularly over the next few years. In 1924 Everyone's wrote of 

Delavale: "[He] is one of the most entertaining comedians playing around 

Sydney. His work has now reached such a standard that he could easily 

discard his ultra-eccentric make-up and work almost straight evening dress" 

(10 Sept. 1924, 34). It was around this period that Delavale began writing and 

producing his own one act revusicals, in conjunction with other members of 

the troupes he was engaged with. Some of the earliest works he helped put 

together include The Giggle House (1924) and The Good Ship Ribtickler 

(1924). Following Harry Clay's death in 1925 Delavale began taking on 

managerial positions with the company, and eventually put together his own 

troupe of performers, under the banner of the Ike Delavale Revue Company. 

The Theatre notes around this time that Delavale was "a very big favourite 

over the Clay circuit where, for nearly eight months he has been localising 

verses of the well-known song, 'It Ain't Gonna Rain No More.'" The critic 

goes on to record that "as an eccentric dancer, this young Australian is 

particularly agile (Mar. 1925, n. pag.). 
  

Charles Delavale 
From a Tivoli Theatre (Perth) programme 1947. 
See Nat Phillips Collection; UQFL 9 - Box 8 (Folder 1) 

(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, University of Qld) 

 By 1926 the troupe was a regular on the Clay circuit, leading to Delavale being given the responsibility of 

producing Clay's Christmas pantomime The Old Woman Who Lived in the Shoe that year.  From this time on his 

revues became frequent attractions for Clay’s and generally garnered much popularity with Clay’s audiences. "A hit all 

over the Clay circuit is Ike Delavale with his smart revue entertainers," writes the Theatre's critic in May 1926. "He 

lately staged Lovey Dovey at the Gaiety in Oxford Street, and this piece, generally regarded in many quarters as the best 

in his repertoire, went as well as ever. The clever jokes and, above all, the delightful dancing of the Gaiety Girls all 

contributed to the general success of this well-built piece, a sample of revue that compares more than favourably with 

the imported article (41). 

In 1928 Delavale took up the offer of a management contract with the Fullers. As Everyone’s records, it was seen 

by many in the industry as a significant step up in Delavale's career. "Fullers look to have picked another winner for 

their circuit in comedian Ike Delavale. [He] lines up with the best of them in the Hebrew type of character work. He 

made his Sydney bow at Fullers' Theatre with his own revue after much success in Newcastle, Brisbane and Melbourne, 

and viewed together with a big house last Thursday afternoon there is no doubt of his popularity here also"  (17 Oct. 

1928, n. pag.). Delavale's revue company around this time included (apart from his wife, Elvie) leading artists such as 

Lulla Fanning, Bert and Evelyn Dudley, Charles Megan, and Reg Hawthorne. His productions were presented right 

across the Fullers circuit, and by all accounts continued to meet with much success.  

        Although information regarding Charles Delavale's movements from 1928 onwards is less readily available, it does 

appear that he continued touring the Ike Delavale Revue Company (aka Ike Delavale's Metropolitan Star Co) around 

Australia and possibly New Zealand into the early to mid-1930s. In late 1931, for example, he played a six week season 

at Brisbane's Theatre Royal (beginning 21 Nov.). The troupe's repertoire included several old favourites (notable 

Chuckles, Yankee Doodle and Suffragettes) along with a pantomime, Old Mother Hubbard, and some relatively new 

revues - including Odds and Ends In addition to Elvie Stagpoole the troupe also included Ron Shand, Doris (Dot) 

Tindall and Marie La Varre. While it unlikely that he was able to continue touring his troupe past the mid-1930s due to 

both the depression and the massive level of competition from the film industry, his billing in several Tivoli Theatre 

                                                           
14  As Chapter 6 in this thesis argues, Fred Parson's account in A Man Called Mo contains a large number of errors and questionable statements in 

relation to Roy Rene's career prior to the mid-1930s. This reference to Charles Delavale must also be read with caution. 



 

 756 

 

 

(Perth) programmes from 1947 indicate that he had continued performing professionally up until that time (see Nat 

Phillips Collection, Fryer Library, UQFL9, Box 8, Folder 1). 

Several reviews from the late 1920s and early 1930s suggest that Charles Delavale's reputation was such that even 

though the variety industry was then in decline, and many leading performers had retired from the professional stage, he 

still managed to maintain a high profile presence around Australia. A review in the 17 October 1928 issue of Everyone's 

records, for example: "[Charles] Delavale instils individuality into his work, and has a trump card in the line of stepping 

that makes 'em laugh, laud and applaud. Thinking back this means something, as most comedy merchants playing this 

theatre of late have fed the customers well and consistently on choice tit-bits in the novelty dance line (41). A few years 

later the Brisbane Courier wrote of the opening production of Delavale's Brisbane season: "An exceedingly bright show 

on Saturday night [was] met with a wonderful reception at the Theatre Royal. It is easily seen that 'Australia's Prime 

Minister of Mirth' is supported by a very fine cabinet. The show went with a merry swing from the first raising of the 

curtain to its final descent, and throughout the performance the theatre echoed laughter. ... Ike naturally dominates the 

production because of his outstanding versatility, clever comedy, entertaining patter, wonderful dancing and good 

singing" (23 Nov. 1931, 19). 
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 

LET'S GO [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale and Paul Stanhope; Mus. [n/e] (1920);  CABARET JAZZERS  [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; 

Mus. [n/e] (1922);   THE BONG BONG CUP [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1923);   THE GIGGLE HOUSE  [revusical] Txt. 

Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1924);  THE GOOD SHIP RIBTICKLER [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1924);  SCOTCH 

MIXTURES [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1925);  NOTIONS [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1925);  LOVEY 

DOVEY [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1926); SHERRY AND BITTERS [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1926); IKE  

[revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1926);  SEARCHLIGHTS  [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1926);  SPANISH 

SPASMS  [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1926);  RECORDS [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1927);  BANG BANG 

[revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1927);  JIM JAMS  [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1927);  PUZZLES  [revusical] 

Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1927);  OVER AND UNDER  [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1928);  HIGH UP IN THE HILLS  

[revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1928); THE BELL BOY  [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1928); A HAREM MIX-UP 

[revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1928); IKE'S VACATION [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1928); SUFFRAGETTES 

[revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1928);  CHUCKLES [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1928); COLLEGE DAYS 

[revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1928); YANKEE DOODLE [revusical] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1928); HELLO 

BRISBANE [revue] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1931); ODDS AND ENDS [revue] Txt. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1931); OLD 

MOTHER HUBBARD [pantomime] Lib. Charles Delavale; Mus. [n/e] (1931). 
 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 

Djubal, Clay.  "Harry Clay and Clay's Vaudeville Company 1865-1930." (1998), v. pags. 

 

 

 

DELAVALE AND GILBERT  
[Ern Delavale and Will Gilbert] 

 

Sketch and comic patter team. Delavale and Gilbert's first known engagement was with Ted Holland 
(Bris) in 1908. The following year they appeared with Harry Clay from ca.1909 (touring Queensland 
in 1909, 1912 and 1916). Regarded as one of the more popular Australian comedy duos touring 
Australia and New Zealand during the pre-war years, they also found much work with the Fullers 

around 1909-1913, and toured India for the Fullers in 1914. They parted ways in 1916, however. 
Gilbert teamed up with his wife Dora, touring for most major companies including Clays and the 
Fullers. They are known to have been on his circuit in 1921 and in late 1926. Ern Delavale was for 

some time the Vice President of the Australian Variety Artists Federation (A.V.A.F.), and became a 
vaudeville entrepreneur with his own Sydney circuit c1914/15. Married to variety artist Lily Vockler, 
he also worked a vaudeville turn with her, along with her brother, Ern Vockler (renowned for his 
Charlie Chaplin impersonations). The three toured for the Fullers during the war years, and spent 

some time on the Clay circuit before heading to Sth Africa and later the UK. Both Delavale and Lily 
Vockler remained in Britain for several years, returning to Australia in the mid-1920s on a two year 
part time contract with Clays. They also appeared on the Tivoli and Fullers circuits in later years.       

 

 Will Gilbert, renowned for his ultra thin and very lanky appearance, and thus often billed the "Loose Legged 

Comedian," and "the Human Hairpin," joined forces with Ern Delavale, the "robust one," sometime prior to 1909. As a 

vaudeville team, Delavale and Gilbert were accorded star status in Australia, and both men worked for all the major 

vaudeville organisations in the Australasian regions during their careers both as a duo and individually. Will Gilbert 

was particularly popular with audiences because of his ability to contort his body. As the Theatre noted in 1909: "His 

twistings are simply marvellous… he appeared more like a streak of India-rubber than a human being" (16 Mar. 1909, 

3). Very often the headline act with the companies they were engaged by, the pair seldom performed without numerous 

recalls, and along with Ted Tutty were possibly the most popular of all Harry Clay's  Queensland touring artists. The 

Toowoomba Chronicle writes of one performance: "Will Gilbert, who almost has to stoop to evade the top roof, was 

responsible for an uproar on his entrance, and was installed as the favourite of the evening. After his humorous 

rendition of 'Come out of It,' he gave one of the greatest exhibitions of leg-screwing that has ever been witnessed in 

Toowoomba, and swept the stage with the whole length of his long legs. Until he did this one would have thought that 

the stage was free from dust (20 July 1909, 3). The Theatre records, too, an appearance at the National Amphitheatre 

the same year: "Delavale and Gilbert are both patriotic and original [in] their naval scene, "Sydney Harbour, a view 

from a Battleship." [It] is beautifully arranged; and the whole turn is bright and topical (Nov. 1909, 22).  
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 From around 1909 through to 1914 the pair undertook frequent and long-term engagements on James Brennan, 

and later the Brennan-Fullers circuit - notably at the Gaiety Theatre (Melb) in late 1909/early 1910 (they were back 

again ca. Aug.) and at the National Amphitheatre in late 1910 and early 1911. Between engagements, however, they 

also appeared on the bill of such managers as Ted Holland (ca. May 1911). In 1913 they toured Queensland as the 

headline Australian act for Sam Langford (the "Boston Tar Baby"). On that tour, too, was Lily Vockler, Ern Delavale's 

wife. A tour of the Fullers' Dominion circuit (NZ) was also undertaken in late 1913 - see His Majesty's Theatre, 

Wellington (ca. Oct.) and Opera House, Christchurch (ca. Nov.). In early 1914 Delavale and Gilbert, by now billed as 

"Australia's Leading Comedy Merchants and Laughter Experts," accepted an engagement in India through Fullers. 

Upon their return to Australia in July, Delavale was forced to work without his partner for several months when Gilbert 

suffered a serious bout of acute sciatica and rheumatism. The following month Delavale resigned his position as Vice 

President of the A.V.A.F. and began running his own suburban circuit in Sydney, known as the Refined Vaudeville 

Entertainers, and which for a time became a serious competitor to Harry Clay's circuit.
15

 He started off by taking a lease 

on the National Theatre at Balmain, where he proceeded to capture good audiences through his established reputation 

and extensive connections within the industry. His circuit later took in Redfern, Coogee, Randwick and Ashfield. Some 

of the artists he was able to engage were among the best available at the time, with names such as Denis Carney, Lulu 

Eugene, Bert Desmond, Olga Pennington, Ward Lear, Mark Erickson and The Two Rexos being just a sample. As a 

staunch vaudeville activist, it is not surprising that Delavale put his fellow members of the A.V.A.F. first when it came 

to engagements. Australian Variety records in this respect: "Ern Delavale, the successful suburban manager, placed 

before the audience a grand double bill, the equal of which has never been seen around the suburbs. Twenty-two 

performers took part in the entertainment.... Speaking to the proprietor, he assures me that all the members of the 

orchestra, staff and performers are unionists. Without a doubt, it is a city show with suburban prices" (21 Oct. 1914, 7). 

Unfortunately, 1914 also saw Delavale and his wife lose a child in birth, with Lily almost dying from the complications.  

While still waiting for his partner to recover from his illness Delavale formed a brief partnership with Arthur 

Tauchert. The pair played exclusively on the Clay circuit for several months but although it was announced that they 

would continue as a regular team this does not appear to have eventuated as Delavale and Gilbert were once again 

performing together by mid-1915. In August that year the pair took out an advertisement in Australian variety letting 

their fans know that they had decided to quit vaudeville for a while to take up an offer to tour New Zealand with George 

Stephenson's English Comedy Company (11 Aug. 1915, 13). The engagement saw the two comics work their own 

specialty act into the company's repertoire. The following year they returned to Queensland for Harry Clay, and are 

known to have been still working on his circuit as late as September, being included in Clay's No 1 Musical Comedy 

Company touring the South-western line that month. After this, however, there has been little found regarding the two 

working together.  

 By 1917, Gilbert had formed a partnership with his wife Dora, and began to attract regular high profile 

engagements throughout Australia. During that year, too, he appeared in a locally made film, Is Manly Immodest, 

which apparently ran for two weeks at a metropolitan cinema (AV: 6 June 1917, n. pag.).  A Theatre critic writes of 

their appearance on the Clay circuit, "Harry Clay has a grafter in Will Gilbert. He appears throughout the first part in 

the revue A Mix-up at Manly; does a lengthy turn with his wife in the second half; and is seen again in the farce, "The 

Telephonograph." Mr Gilbert is a source of laughter all the time he's on stage. He opens big, goes big, and closes big... 

Has a bigger freak, or bigger shriek, than Will Gilbert ever been seen at the Bridge Theatre?" (May 1917, 44). The 

Gilberts enjoyed a long association with Harry Clay's company (they are known to have been still appearing on Clay's 

Sydney circuit as late as 1926); in addition to regular appearances between 1917 and 1926 on all the major circuits, 

including those run by the Fullers and the Tivoli managements. During this period they also became recognised as 

leading pantomime performers, with Gilbert's lanky frame and hysterical gait guaranteeing him instant recognition and 

laughter with audiences across the country.  A 1920 review of Gilbert as Lord Helpus in the Fuller's Red Riding Hood 

(Newtown Majestic) notes: "Always admired as an eccentric comedian - he's over 6 ft high, well on the thin side and 

sinuous as an eel - Mr Gilbert has opportunities as the companion of the dame which he so makes use of as to have the 

audiences in convulsions of laughter (TT: Mar. 1920, 9). 

 Ern Delavale possibly teamed up with his wife as early as December 1916, with an engagement for Harry Sadler 

at the Princess Theatre (Syd) being one of the earliest dates found so far. By 1917, however, he had formed an even 

more popular partnership Ern Vockler. This was to last for several years, and possibly matched his successful career 

with Will Gilbert. Known as The Delavale Brothers, they toured Australia and New Zealand for the Fullers, with Lily 

appearing in solo turns (and sometimes with her husband), while Ern Vockler began attract increasingly positive 

reviews for his Charlie Chaplin impersonations (he was also known to have been doing Roy Rene impersonations 

around 1918, too). The circuit included a well-received season at the Empire Theatre (Bris) around Aug/Sept. 1918. In 

1919 they were reported as having been offered an engagement by Alexander Pantages to tour America, including a 

three week season in Honolulu. Whether or not this contract was taken up is not yet known. What is known is that 

Delavale, his wife and brother-in-law sailed for South Africa in March 1920, where they played a season before heading 

to London. It seems that the Delavale Bros did not stay together long after their arrival, with reviews and reports 

indicating that Ern Delavale and Lily Vockler were touring as an act around this time. The couple spent several years in 

the United Kingdom, although it seems that they found conditions there rather less fortunate than they had experienced 

in Australia. As Delavale and Vockler, they remained in the UK for up until shortly before May 1922, at which time 

they once again appeared on the Fuller circuit (FN: 13 May 1922, 5).  By 1925 they were once again performing on the 

                                                           
15     Jack Rhodesbury (of the The Two Rhodesbury's) was elected to to the position of A.V.A.F. Vice President after Delavale's resignation, with 

Ted Tutty elected to a seat on the Executive Committee at the same time.  
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Harry Clay circuit (in addition to other organisations), with references to them being on Clay time recorded  throughout 

1926. Delavale and Vockler are also known to have toured Queensland around June/July of 1929 with Coleman's New 

Pantomime and Revue Company, which also starred Bert Desmond and Matti Jansen.  
 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 
Djubal, Clay.  "Harry Clay and Clay's Vaudeville Company 1865-1930." (1998), v. pags. 

 

 

 

BERT DESMOND 
[Incl. Mattie Jansen] 

 

Sketch and patter comedian, pantomime dame, singer, songwriter, manager, revue company leader. 
Born in England. Toured Australia for Harry Rickards in 1910 and appeared on James Brennan's bill 
in 1911. From around 1914 Desmond began working with soubrette, Matti Jansen. The pair married 

in 1916. As Desmond and Jansen they found engagements with all the major Australian variety 
organisations including Harry Clay (touring Queensland in 1917), Fullers, J. C. Bain, Ted Holland 
and Stanley McKay. They later toured "Mugsy" Desmond's Revue Company around Australia (mid-
1920s onwards). A specialist dame, Desmond also appeared in Fullers pantomimes from 1920 up 

until at least 1928. 
  

 English entertainers Bert Desmond and Mattie Jansen were both established performers on the Australian variety 

stage by the time their names begin to appear in early editions of Australian Variety c 1914. The photographs that 

appear in the 30 September 1914 edition of the trade journal show a young and handsome couple, accompanied by the 

captions "Bert Desmond, a very versatile artist," and "Mattie Jansen, the popular Soubrette."  As variety entertainers, 

Desmond and Jansen worked for all the major Australian managers, including the Fullers, Taylor-Coleman Pantomime 

Company, Reg Wykeham, J.C. Bain and Stanley McKay. Their long association with Harry Clay also saw him write 

and produce a number of revues and pantomimes, an aspect of his career that he also undertook for many years with the 

Fullers.  

Although it is not clear when the pair first began to work together, it is likely to have been around late 1913 or 

early 1914. Prior to this Bert Desmond worked as a solo comedian while Jansen worked in both vaudeville and musical 

theatre.  After arriving in Australia, possibly under contract to Harry Rickards, Desmond found work with James 

Brennan in Sydney and Melbourne, and also toured with the entrepreneur's Vaudeville Players (incl. the Theatre Royal, 

Bris; c Sept. 1911). It was with Jansen, however, that Australian's best knew the comedian through the war years and 

during the 1920s. Their act, essentially patter sketch work, saw Jansen work as the feeder with Desmond providing the 

comic element. They also performed songs (often Desmond's own compositions) and parodies. A 1914 review in 

Australian Variety indicates that Desmond was viewed as a "versatile and popular" artist, with his partner described as a 

"young performer, with [a] rich, pleasing voice, [and a] very natural manner (24 June 1914, n. pag.). In later years they 

performed costume comedies and specialised in pantomime, with Desmond making a name for himself in Dame roles, 

while Jansen proved herself a popular principal girl. In this respect one of Bert Desmond's more acclaimed pantomime 

performances was as the Dame (Calamity Kate) in the Fuller's 1920 production, Babes in the Woods, (Newtown 

Majestic). 

 Bert Desmond's first Australian appearances are believed to have been in 1910 when he toured Australia for Harry 

Rickards in 1910 (Tivoli Theatre, Sydney c July-Oct.). By December that year he was appearing in Brisbane for Ted 

Holland's New Vaudeville Entertainers (Theatre Royal) and the following year took up an engagement with James 

Brennan, playing the Gaiety Theatre (Melb) from around April. Desmond is believed to have worked another 

partnership briefly, with his name appearing on J. C. Bain's programmes at the Princess Theatre around Aug/Sept. 1913. 

From 1914 onwards, however, his name is almost always associated with Jansen's.  

 1914 saw Desmond and Jansen working on the Sydney circuits of Harry Clay and Ern Delavale. It was also the 

year that Desmond became embroiled in controversy over authorship of the song, "Fifty Years Ago." Harry Kitching 

(Australian Variety) claimed in the magazine's 10 June issue that Desmond was working a Charlie Vaude song in his 

act and claiming it as his own. In a letter to the editor (24 June, n pag.) Desmond responded with a counter claim that he 

had written the song himself. "I do not rely on the brains of others for my success, as I write the words and music of 

most of my songs used in my act" (n. pag.). In the same issue Kitching maintained his previous argument stating that he 

had first heard the song performed by Vaude and Verne six years previous. "How long is it since he [Desmond] first put 

it on?" asked Kitching. [And] if he does not compose the patter that he gave us at the princess, where he brings in all the 

Lavender Bay, Milson's Point, Lady Macquarie's Chair etc jokes? This patter was also given us by Vaude and Verne at 

the Tivoli Theatre" (n. pag.). 

 1915 saw the pair again with Harry Clay at the Bridge Theatre (c Apr.), followed later in the year by a tour of 

Queensland for Birch and Carroll (see Maryborough 28 June). In the March 1916 Desmond and Jansen married, with 

the bride being given away by comedian, Arthur Tauchert. They almost immediately began another engagement with 

Harry Clay. The entrepreneur's 1917 Queensland tour also featured Desmond and Jansen's comedy turn. Upon their 

return to Sydney they took up a 14 week contract with the Walker and Morley management at the Dandies Theatre, St 

Kilda (Melb) and went straight into rehearsals for the Coleman and Taylor Pantomime Company's season at Her 

Majesty's Theatre (Bris) starting around Christmas 1917.  
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 Although details of Desmond and Jansen's movements over the next two or three years are currently unclear, by 

December 1920 Desmond was taking on a starring role in the Fullers Babes in the Wood pantomime at the Majestic 

Theatre (Newtown), with Jansen in a supporting role. In late 1921 Desmond and Frank Mantana toured Queensland 

with their own company, and the following year joined Arthur Morley for a season of vaudeville and revue at Reg 

Wykeham's Sydney Hippodrome. This season included Morley's revusical Ship Ahoy. Other engagements around this 

time included Stanley McKay's 1922 Christmas pantomimes Bluebeard and Old Mother Hubbard (Strand Theatre, 

Leichhardt). 

After concluding a Fullers engagement in Brisbane around March 1925, Desmond and Jansen returned to 

Sydney where they soon afterwards put together their own company. From 1926 onwards Desmond and Jansen worked 

mostly in musical revue, touring Mugsy Desmond's Revue Company around the country. A number of the productions 

were written by Desmond (both text and songs) in collaboration with other members of the troupe. The troupe became 

favourites on the Clay and Fullers' circuits during the 1926-28 period, and also toured New Zealand for the Fullers. In 

1928, the couple starred as the Dame (Dolly Dimples) and Fairy Silverlight in the Fuller's- produced Little Red Riding 

Hood, and the following year undertook another major Queensland tour, this time under the auspices of Coleman's New 

Pantomime and Revue Company. The highlights of this tour were a number of revues written by Desmond and titled 

Mugsy in Cabaret and Mugsy out West. The tour was undertaken under canvas. The Daily Mercury writes of the 

Mackay season, which drew packed houses: "Bert Desmond as Mugsy is a scream and imparts a merry vein which 

winds through the whole proceedings, bringing ripples and then peals of laughter…. the entertainment well deserved the 

patronage accorded [it] (2 July 1929, 2). The company also comprised several other high profile performers of long 

standing - Ern Delavale, Lily Vockler and Harry Little. 
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS:   
THE DOUBLE BEDROOM [revusical]  Txt. Bert Desmond; Mus. [n/e] (1917);  THE HERO OF COOGEE BEACH   [revusical]  Txt. Bert 

Desmond; Mus. [n/e] (1917); DODGING A WIFE  [revusical]  Txt. Bert Desmond; Mus. [n/e] (1926);  A MIDNIGHT CABARET  [revusical]  Txt. 

Bert Desmond; Mus. [n/e] (1926);  PUFF PASTE  [revusical]  Txt. Bert Desmond; Mus. [n/e] (1926);   TIC TACS [revusical]  Txt. Bert Desmond; 
Mus. [n/e] (1926);   PUSS IN BOOTS  [pantomime]  Txt. Bert Desmond; Mus. [n/e] (1926);  ALASKA  [revusical]  Txt. Bert Desmond; Mus. [n/e] 

(1927);  GOANNA CREEK  [revusical]  Txt. Bert Desmond; Mus. [n/e] (1927);  THE HEALTH RESORT  [revusical]  Txt. Bert Desmond; Mus. 

[n/e] (1927);  WICKY WACKY ISLE [revusical]  Txt. Bert Desmond; Mus. [n/e] (1927);  OFF TO BED  [revusical]  Txt. Bert Desmond; Mus. [n/e] 
(1927);  MUGSY IN CABARET  [revusical]  Txt. Bert Desmond; Mus. [n/e] (1929);  MUGSY OUT WEST  [revusical]  Txt. Bert Desmond; Mus. 

[n/e] (1929);  OLD KING COLE  [pantomime]  Lib. Alf Coleman and Bert Desmond; Mus. [n/e] (1929). 
 
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

Desmond, Bert. "To the Editor." AV: 24 June (1914), n. pag. 

Djubal, Clay.  "Harry Clay and Clay's Vaudeville Company 1865-1930." (1998), v. pags. 
Kitching, Harry "In Reply."  AV: 24 June (1914), n. pag. 

 

 
 

 

GEORGE DREW 
 

Musician, comedian, writer, songwriter, revusical company manager. George Drew performed as a solo 
coon singer ca. 1910. His early career included an engagement with Frank Smith (Perth) and a 
partnership with Jim Romaine. The Drew/Romaine act ended, however, when Romaine volunteered for 
war service. Drew later performed in a duo with Jim Harris. The pair worked for Harry Clay and the 

Fullers throughout their career together. Drew later toured his own revusical company on a Western 
NSW circuit (ca. 1923 onwards). He re-united with Jim Romaine in 1927.  

 

George Drew's name first appears on a programme put on by Frank Smith at the Criterion Theatre (Perth) in 

October 1910, in which he performed coon songs. His early career in variety entertainment was largely associated with 

Jim Romaine, a singer, patterologist and violin player. Although little is known about Drew and Romaine, it is believed 

that the pair got together in Melbourne sometime around 1911. By 1912 they were playing engagements in Sydney. The 

partnership dissolved during the early war years when Romaine joined the army. Although known to have served for 

some time at the Front, Romaine managed to return home at the end of the war, and picked up where his career in 

variety had left off, playing engagements for many leading managers, including Harry Clay.  

Following Jim Romaine's departure, George Drew teamed up with Jim Harris to form the act, Drew and Harris. 

Billed as "two boys and a piano," the pair presented a smart act of songs, mostly in the ragtime style, and various patter 

routines.  Drew wrote all their songs, including the lyrics, and later incorporated baton-spinning and ventriloquy into the 

act.  One of his more popular songs from 1917 was "Can't We Have a Rag about Australia?"  According to Australian 

Variety, Drew had written over eighty songs by 1917, "all of which [had] met with success" (24 Jan. 1917, n. pag.)  

While the reality of this claim remains unverified to date, it is clear from articles in that magazine that Drew was 

recognised as being one of the more promising of the country's popular songwriters, even though the team of Drew and 

Harris were finding it hard to snare engagements with the leading city managers. In commenting on the lack of support 

given by the recognised managers, Australian Variety drew attention to the plight of Drew and Harris. In its 24 May 

1917 issue the magazine's critic argued: "Here is an Australian act… doing their own songs who do not seem to get a 

chance to prove their real ability in a metropolitan theatre… well, managers, they're worth booking" (n. pag.). The same 

issue included a letter from George Drew, who made it clear that he believed that there was "very little encouragement 

given" which he saw as a major reason for the current "vaudeville situation" being so acute" (n. pag.).  
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 This situation was only a temporary hitch for the industry as the war saw less foreign artists arriving in the country 

that ever before, and with many heading home to support their own country's efforts. Indeed, by early 1918 Drew and 

Harris had found themselves employed by Harry Clay for his Sydney metropolitan circuit. The duo made their premiere 

performance for Clay at his Newtown Bridge Theatre on 2 March. The Australian Variety reviewer described Jim 

Harris as "slightly remindful of Leonard Nelson" and George Drew as "not unlike Ted Stanley." The act itself was seen 

as "crisp, clean and well delivered" (8 Mar. 1918, n. pag.). While the partnership seems to have enjoyed at least modest 

success during the post-war years, it appears that sometime between 1920 and 1923 the pair split up the act. By 1923 

George Drew had put together a company of performers which he took around a circuit that encompassed the western 

districts of NSW (the circuit included Bathurst). It was during this phase of his career that Drew is believed to have also 

begun to put together his own revues, no doubt contributing many of the original songs to comic material he co-wrote 

with other members of the troupe. Two revues he is known to have helped create are A Matrimonial Mix-Up (1923) 

and The East Enders (1924). Some of the acts known to have been engaged by Drew during the mid-1920s include the 

popular duo Corrie and Verne (1924-5), Alma May (1925) and Frank Moran (1925).  

 Although details of George Drew's career from the mid-1920s onwards are largely incomplete it is known that he 

and Jim Romaine re-united to play enagements on the Fullers' circuit in 1926. Their appearances included the 

Hippodrome (Syd) ca. May/June 1926; Bijou Theatre (Melb) ca. December 1926; and Fullers Theatre (Syd) ca. March 

1927. 
 
MUSIC THEATRE WORKS:   

A MATRIMONIAL MIX-UP  [revusical]  Txt. George Drew; Mus incl. George Drew (1923);  THE EAST ENDERS  [revusical]  Txt. George 

Drew; Mus incl George Drew (1924);  
 
 

 

JAMES DUFF 
 

 Although little is yet known about Father James Duff, a literary-minded Roman Catholic priest based in Perth 

around the turn of the nineteenth century, he nevertheless holds an infamous place in Western Australian theatre history 

as one of the combatants in an odd and bitter legal battle over the musical drama The Two Worlds (1900). Indeed, the 

history of this musical drama is so littered with controversy, legal action and bitterness, that it saw at least three 

different versions of the work being produced. The situation arose after Duff commissioned composer Dr Joseph 

Summers to write the music for his dramatisation of Milton's two epic poems Paradise Lost and Paradise Gained. 

Summers, had recently moved to Western Australia after having established a high profile reputation as a conductor, 

composer, music director and accompanist in Melbourne. The collaboration between Duff and Summers soured, 

however, to the point where Duff engaged another composer, Reginald D'Arcy-Irvine, to complete the score. 

"Complaints, accusations, claims [and] arguments flew back and forth," writes A. H. Kornweibel in Apollo and the 

Pioneers (93). Summers then took out an injunction to try and stop Duff's production going ahead. Although he won the 

first legal round, a second court case established no clear winner. Duff eventually produced his version of the drama in 

Victoria and South Australia, while Summers staged an "acclaimed" version of his work in 1903 at Perth's Government 

House using the Williamson Royal Opera Company. History seems to ague, however, that neither work's critical 

success outweighed the interest that the two men created in the courts. 

 Duff is also known to have published The Sacred Isle (1901), a drama in five acts. 
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 

THE TWO WORLDS  [play with music]  Txt Adapt. James Duff; Mus. Joseph Summers (1900);  THE TWO WORLDS  [play with music]  Txt 
Adapt. James Duff; Mus. D'Arcy-Irvine (1902). 

   

FURTHER REFERENCE: 
Kornweibel, A.H.  Apollo and the Pioneers.  (1973), 92-4. 

 

 

 

GEORGE EDWARDS 
[Incl. Rosie Parkes] 

 

Actor, sketch artist, comedian, writer, songwriter, film actor. Born Harold Parkes in Adelaide. 
Engaged as a dramatic actor by George Willoughby during his early career, George Edwards later 
appeared on the variety stage with the Fullers, Harry Clay, Holland and St John (Bris), Dix-Baker 

(Newcastle), John N. McCallum (Bris) and the Tivoli organisation, among others.  For much of this 
time he worked opposite his first wife Rosie Parkes. The pair also toured America and South Africa in 
1921. He toured on both the Fullers and Tivoli circuits during the late 1920s, with one of his last 
appearances for the Fullers being an engagement with Robert Roberts' Bon-bon Revue Company (ca. 
1927). As an actor Edwards had major roles in several high profile films, including Satan in Sydney 
(1918), The Dingo (1922) and Townies and Hayseeds (1923). He appeared regularly at the Tivoli (Syd) 

during the 1940s. A stage partnership with actress Nell Sterling (aka Nell Malgram) led to the pair 
later marrying. Both were highly successful radio actors, starring in such serials as Inspector Scott 
and Dad and Dave. 
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        As an all-round performer George Edwards reached the 

top echelons of the entertainment industry as a variety 

performer, and stage, film and radio actor. From his early 

days in the variety industry he garnered praise from many 

critics who saw in him a fine example of a local artist who 

could invariably upstage any imported artist sharing the same 

programme. Australian Variety writes in this respect that by 

the end of 1917 Edwards had "proved through his long 

Fullers engagement that given the opportunity Australians 

can make just as good [in their own county] as imported acts" 

(21 Dec. 1917, n. pag.). The Theatre wrote two years later: 

"Is there a pair of sketch artists in Australia to-day the equal 

of George Edwards and Rosie Parkes - home-grown or 

imported? They're Australians themselves. Admirably 

worked is the offering in which they succeed in backing a 

100-1 chance winner through the aid of a magic ring" (Nov. 

1919, 28). Following the demise of variety in Australia he 

turned primarily to radio, becoming one of the most 

successful character voice performers during the 1940s and 

1950s "golden era" of radio drama. 
 
 

 

George Edwards 

In Million Dollar Girl (Tivoli Theatre, Syd) 
Green Room Apr. (1918), 10. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 

        Born Harold Parkes in the Adelaide suburb of St Peter's sometime around the late 1880s,
16

 George Edwards (not 

to be confused with the well-known English actor/manager George Edwardes) started out his career as a "legitimate" 

stage actor. He toured with George Willoughby sometime during the first decade of the twentieth century, playing lead 

juvenile roles such as Mr Preedy in Mr Preedy and the Countess, Crosbie in The Night of the Party and Ebenezer in 

What Happened to Jones. Around the 1910 he also appeared in leading comedy roles for J. C. Williamson's, taking on 

such characters as Hoggenheimer in The Girl from Kays, Private Charlie Taylor in The Blue Moon and Con Kidder in 

The Red Mill. It was during the Blue Moon season (ca. 1910), that Edward's and his soon to be vaudeville partner, 

Melbourne-born Rosie Parkes met and married (her maiden name has not yet been established). Regarding this event, 

the Green Room notes: "Many playgoers will remember the romantic marriage contracted by these artists." They 

apparently met at a luncheon, became mutually infatuated during the first course and held hands during the main course. 

By desert Edwards had proposed. "A friendly cabman drove them to the registry office immediately," writes the 

journalist (Aug. 1919, 7). How much of this is true is anyone's guess (although certainly they did not take long to have 

their first child, as their daughter is known to have toured with them overseas in early 1920 aged ten). 

 The almost immediate success garnered by Edwards and Parkes belied the fact that Rosie Parkes had never 

previously worked on the professional stage. They began working together as a duo sometime around 1914/15, playing 

engagements for a number of leading local variety managers including Dix-Baker (Newcastle, NSW) and Holland and 

St John (Empire Theatre, Bris, ca. Oct/Nov.).  Their act was essentially a sketch and singing turn, with both performers 

contributing their own talents to the writing of their own material. In 1915 they accepted a twelve month engagement 

on the Fullers' circuit, which included both Australia and New Zealand. 

       In 1916 Edwards secured the performing rights from C. J. Dennis to perform ten of the poet's "Ginger Mick" 

poems, a move that played an important part in establishing his reputation on both sides of the serious/popular theatre 

divide. He and Parkes also undertook a successful season at the Empire Theatre around the middle of 1916. Australian 

Variety notes that although Edwards and Parkes had been on the Fullers circuit for almost a year by that stage, 

governing director Ben Fuller had not yet seen them. The night he finally saw them Fuller is said to have signed them 

for another year on the spot (5 July 1916, n. pag.).  

 In August 1917, following the conclusion of their Fullers' engagement, Edwards and Parkes undertook an 

engagement in Brisbane under the management of John N. McCallum (Cremorne Theatre), first with the Orange 

Dandies and later with the McCallum's Courtiers. Their season in the Queensland capital lasted until around November. 

Some particularly popular items presented by the pair included Edwards' monologue in which he described the life of a 

leper and his release (B: 18 Aug. 1917, 15) and a "dago" song and dance turn (3 Nov.), along with the sketches, "The 

Ragtime Jockey" (17 Nov.) and "The Dinkum School" (24 Nov.). They also occasionally appeared in musical farces. 

One such production was Fun in a Music Shop (2 Nov.).  

        Not content to confine his activities to the theatre, Edwards and his wife travelled to Ocean Grove, Bonnie Vale 

(Vic) to take a break from performing. The trip is also reported to have been undertaken so that Edwards could take 

over the management of one of his father-in-law's large estates (AV: 21 Dec. 1917, n. pag.). It appears that Edwards 

                                                           
16      See Green Room Apr. 1920, 7, which refers to Edwards and Parkes as Mr and Mrs Harold Parkes. 
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was not allowed to escape his entertainment career, however, as Harry Clay obviously offered him a bigger incentive - 

to write and direct a show for the company's circuit over the 1917/18 holiday season. That production, Toyland, 

premiered at the Bridge Theatre, Newtown in December and played all over Clay's circuit - which at that stage included 

a South-Western NSW line. Edwards was also contracted to write and stage a number of revusicals on the circuit during 

the following year. 

 Edwards and Parkes were by this time very much in demand within the variety industry. Indeed, they graced the 

front cover of Australian Variety on several occasions during the period. For its Christmas 1917 edition the magazine 

went so far as to say that " we could not have selected a more consistently successful Australian act to have had the 

honour of adorning our big Xmas issue if we had tried for a month of Sundays… Edwards is a clever performer… one 

of the finest elocutionists the Australian stage has given us." The "Ginger Mick" recitals were called in foe special 

mention by the critic (21 Dec. 1917, n. pag.).    

         During 1918 the couple found engagements with a number of leading organisations, notably as principals in 

several musical comedies, follies and revues produced by Hugh D. McIntosh's Tivoli organisation and J. C. 

Williamson's. For the Tivoli they were cast the revue, The Million Dollar Girl (Syd); while Edwards scored the part of 

film producer, Keith McDonald in J. C. Williamson's production of the Montague Glass musical comedy,  Business 

Before Pleasure at Melbourne's Theatre Royal (the company also included veteran actress Maggie Moore). One of his 

more sensational roles that year, however, was as Will Wayburn in Beaumont Smith's controversial film, Satan in 

Sydney. The film drew much criticism from both critics and the church over its perceived lack of morality. By the 

following year, 1919, Edwards and Parkes were able to consolidate their reputations nationally through their 

engagement with J.C. Williamson's "Business Before Pleasure" Theatre Company, which toured the firm's extensive 

circuit during the year. They returned to vaudeville by the end of the year, again touring around the country. This 

included an eight week season at the Majestic Theatre, Adelaide, claimed to be the longest run by a single act at the 

theatre to that date (AV: 23 Oct. 1919, n. pag.). 

In late 1919 Edwards and Parkes played another Brisbane season 

at the Empire Theatre (Bris), appearing in the first part vaudeville 

programme of a bill headlined by the Al Bruce Revue Company. The 

Brisbane Courier critic wrote of one sketch, "they perform… 

'Charmed' in a thoroughly natural way, though the situations are 

ludicrous" (8 Dec. 1919, 8). The season lasted into January 1920.  The 

following month Edwards wrote and directed two new musical 

comedies for the Alambra Music Hall under C. F. Pugliese's 

management. The first, a reworking of John F. Sheriden's The New 

Barmaid, starred Edwards as Bert White, with his co-stars including 

Jack Kearns, Ruby Esdaile (the new barmaid) and Vera Walton (the 

outgoing barmaid). Two weeks later he presented his original musical 

comedy The Gumleaf Girls. Set in several popular local resorts the 

story concerns the Doolittle family of Gumleaf selection, Emu Flat, 

who have journeyed to Sydney. The romantic angle surrounds the two 

sons and Billie Bong and Meadow Fields, two 'gumleaf girls' they 

meet on the holiday. Directed by Edwards, the cast included Tom 

Haverley and Alice and Vera Walton. 
 

 

Rosie Parkes 

Green Room Apr. (1918), 10. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld 

 

 

 Sometime around March/April 1920 Edwards and Parkes travelled overseas accompanied by their daughter, 

Chandra (GR: Apr. 1920, 7). Following a short tour of New Zealand for the Fullers, they played engagements in New 

York, where it is said they were earning around £100 a week. The American tour was not a long one, however, due, 

according to Edwards, to bitterness directed towards British artists by the American agencies (GR: May 1921, 15).
17

  

Edwards and Parkes then spent the rest of 1920 and much of 1921 touring the American and English circuits, returning 

to Australia via South Africa to again play the Tivoli circuit in 1922 (see Tivoli, Melb; ca. 1 July onwards). 

Shortly after he arrived back in Australia Edwards appeared in The Dingo, a motion picture produced by British-

Australasian Photoplays, and in 1923 played the role of Pa Townie in the Beaumont Smith film, Townies and 

Hayseeds. Around 1924 and 1925 "George Edwards and Co" was appearing on the Fullers' circuit presenting sketches 

as a first half vaudeville entertainment. Popular skits included: "Off on their Holidays" (Bijou Theatre, Melb; 20 Dec. 

1924) and "An Indian Night" with Molly Hughes (Bijou Theatre, Melb; 1 Jan. 1925). Little information regarding 

Edwards' movements after 1925 has been uncovered to date. He toured briefly on the Fuller's circuit with Robert 

Roberts' Bon-bon Revue Company (see for example Bijou Theatre, Melb; ca. Sept. 1927) and is believed to have also 

appeared on the Tivoli circuit during the late 1920s. Billy Maloney mentions Edwards' later career in Memoirs of an 

Abominable Showman, indicating that he had a fairly regular act at the Sydney Tivoli Theatre during the 1940s under 

general manager Jack Musgrove. His turns usually saw him "teamed up with an attractive young actress in the 

                                                           
17     See also Green Room Feb. (1921), 19. 
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presentation of one-act plays of about fifteen minutes duration." One of these young women, Nell Malgram (aka Nell 

Sterling) later became Edwards' wife (138). Maloney notes of Edwards later career, that he and Sterling "progressed 

from triumph to triumph, and George developed his ability to present a dozen different voices, especially successful in 

the Inspector Scott series. Their Dad and Dave series ran into thousands of episodes and [they] became… the richest 

and most famous double in Australian radio. Ultimately their marriage broke up through disparity of ages and both have 

since died, the lovely Titan-headed Nell, under tragic circumstances. They were stars of the great days of radio" (138-

9). 

Although Edwards' writing career did not match the output of contemporaries like Nat Phillips, Bert Le Blanc, 

George Wallace, Jim Gerald or Arthur Morley, he was nevertheless responsible for staging a number of revues that 

scored success with local audiences as well as with critics. Two of his more successful productions were Nosey Parker 

Nose (1918) and Toyland (1919). A Brisbane theatre critic wrote of Edwards in 1921 prior to his return to the Empire 

Theatre with Rosie Parkes after more than a year's absence. "It is doubtful if there is a better elocutionist on the 

Australian stage than Mr Edwards. In pieces of the robust type… for who that has heard [him] recite "Dangerous Dan 

McGraw," does not remember it with pleasure? In light or 'dude' comedy roles he is equally successful" (17 Sept. 1921, 

13). 
 

 [NB: There is some confusion over the spelling of Edwards' surname. The situation is not helped by the frequent interchanging 

of spelling in the various newspapers and magazines of the period. The "Edwardes" spelling is more common during the early years, 

while Edwards is the more common spelling in later years. "Edwards" has therefore been used as the default spelling in these 

appendices] 
 
MUSIC THEATRE WORKS:   

MIXED GOODS  [revusical]  Txt George Edwards; Mus. [n/e] (1918);  TOYLAND  [pantomime]  Txt George Edwards; Mus. [n/e] (1918);   

NOSEY PARKER NOSE [revusical]  Txt George Edwards; Mus. [n/e] (1918);  THE CAVE DWELLERS  [revusical]  Txt George Edwards; Mus. 
[n/e] (1919); GRUBB'S NIGHT OUT  [revusical]  Txt George Edward; Mus. [n/e] (1919);  THE NEW BARMAID [musical comedy] Lib Adapt. 

George Edwards (from John F. Sheriden); Mus. [n/e] (1920);  THE GUMLEAF GIRLS; OR, HELLO MARS [musical comedy] Lib. George 

Edwards; Mus. [n/e] (1920). 
 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 

AV: 5 July (1916), n. pag. 
---   21 Dec. (1917), n. pag. 

GR: Apr. (1918), 10.    [photographs] 

Edwards, George. "London Theatrical Notes - Australian's Do Well."  GR: May (1921), 15.      Incl. photographs. 
Maloney, Billy.  Memoirs of an Abominable Showman. (1968), v pags.  

"Music and Drama." BC: 17 Sept. (1921), 13.       [rnib] 

 

 

 

WALLY EDWARDS 
 

Baritone, stage manager, tour manager, interlocutor, endman. A minstrel singer who toured 
Queensland in 1898 with J. L Travers' Continental Vaudeville Co (along with Harry Clay), Wally 
Edwards began his long term association with Clay's Queensland company around 1902, touring the 

state on no less than fourteen occasions, the last five as tour manager and/or business manager. He 
was also engaged as circuit manager for Clay's South-West NSW circuit between 1916 and 1919. He 
continued to perform as an entertainer, either in the role of singer or interlocutor, for most of his 
career. 

 

 Wally Edwards' early life and career remains to date somewhat of a mystery. It is possible that he initially came 

from north Queensland, where the name W. Edwards is noted in relation to an amateur minstrel company, the Black 

Diamond Minstrel and Variety Co, which performed around the Charters Towers region (ca.1894-1895).  W. Edwards, 

in the advertising for these shows was apparently both a singer and Music Director (NM: 13 Nov. 1895, 1). The first 

accurately documented appearance of Wally Edwards to date is, however, in 1898 when he accompanied the J. L. 

Travers' Continental Vaudeville Company through Queensland, along with Harry Clay and family, performing solo 

turns as well as duets with Clay. 

 Edwards' first engagement with Clay's minstrel and vaudeville company was in 1902 when he was employed as a 

baritone and endman for the entrepreneur's second tour of Queensland. The troupe at this time was billed as Harry 

Clay's Waxworks and Vaudeville Company. Edwards specialised in illustrated songs, gaining a reputation in the 

northern state as one of the company's most popular personalities. Indeed he toured the state annually up until 1907, 

followed by a tour in 1909, and then each year between 1912 and 1918. During the last five tours he was employed as 

both tour manager and/or business manager. 

 Around 1909 Edwards was engaged as the interlocutor and singer at the Amphitheatre (Syd). The Theatre writes 

of one of his performances: "Wally Edwards, the portly interlocutor at the Amphitheatre has a singing voice containing 

the penetrating qualities of a shell fired from a battleship... It may have only been a coincidence; but one night recently, 

when his vocal chords were working at high pressure, he filled the Amphitheatre with such an amount of sound that a 

loose brick in the far end of the building flew fairly out and half-way across the street, and narrowly missed killing a 

red-headed policeman as it fell" (Nov. 1909, 59). 

 Back on Clay time by 1912, Edwards continued to perform as an entertainer, turning to management duties in 

1916 when Harry Clay began his NSW South-western regional circuit. The Theatre records at this time that "Mr 
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Edwards has so often toured Queensland with Mr Clay, from year to year, that he's as well known up that way as the 

principal himself. Evidently Mr Edwards' singing agrees with him, because he keeps so broadening out that, if he 

continues in the same manner, Mr Clay will have to give him a special stage all to himself. Slide and patriotic songs 

always were Mr Edwards' specialty" (May 1916, n. pag.). 

 Edwards took on the management duties for the South-western line (primarily the Blue Mountains and mid-West 

area) up until 1919 in addition to his Queensland tour duties - having assumed the tour manager role from 1914. From 

around 1918, however, Edwards had all but retired as a performer, returning to the stage in guest appearances only. In 

July 1919, he was reported to have been in a bad state of health for some time, being given a benefit at the Princess "by 

his life-long friend Harry Clay" that month (AV: 18 July 1919, 3). He returned to the stage for Joe Archer's benefit in 

1920, however. 

 Although there are no references regarding Edwards' career between 1920 and 1927, it is more than likely that he 

remained in a management position for Harry Clay on either one of his suburban or country circuits, or perhaps for 

some period of time at the Bridge Theatre. In 1927, two years after Clay's death, he was recalled by the company to take 

on another Queensland tour, with headline act Nellie Kolle. 

 Highly respected within the industry for his experience and reliability as a vaudeville manager, Edwards was also 

considered one of the finest local bass-baritones around. The Theatre wrote of him: "Wally is as robust of voice as he is 

of person - which is saying a deal. When he attacks a high note the atmosphere fairly vibrates and trembles like a 

hysterical girl who has seen a ghost." (Nov. 1909, 59). Bert Howard also recalled Edwards having given him the advice 

which led to his instigating the highly successful Sunday film screenings at the old Gaiety Theatre in Castlereagh St 

(see Howard's entry in this appendix). 
 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 
Djubal, Clay.  "Harry Clay and Clay's Vaudeville Company – 1865-1930."  (1998), v. pags. 

 

 

 

BILLY EMERSON 
 

Comic, endman, dancer, songwriter, entrepreneur. Born William Emerson Redmond in Belfast, 

Ireland in 1846. Billy Emerson made his professional variety stage debut in 1857 as a child and later 
worked with several well-known companies on tours throughout the United States of America. He 
eventually based himself largely out of San Francisco, establishing his reputation as not only that 
city's leading minstrel practitioner of the 1870s, but also one of the America's foremost minstrel 

showmen. Within a few years of basing himself in San Francisco Emerson began undertaking US 
and overseas tours. Emerson's California Minstrels first toured Australia in 1873. He returned in 
1885 with a company comprising several artists whose significant careers were later undertaken in 
the country - notably the Cogill Brothers, Dan Tracey and Alf Holland. Emerson's Minstrels set about 

raising the standard of variety entertainment in Australia during a period in which the industry was 
undergoing a major, nationwide expansion. He went head to head with leading entrepreneurs such 
as F. E. Hiscocks, Frank M. Clark and Frank Smith, and in this respect set in motion a period of 

intense industrial rivalry. Emerson returned to America in 1886, but came back to Australia in the 
early 1890s with the Alabama Minstrels, co-run with George H. Woods. Emerson continued to tour 
the USA with several important troupes until his death in 1902. 

 

 Born in Ireland but brought to America from infancy, Billy Emerson was raised in Washington. In 1857, at eleven 

years of age he joined Joe Sweeney's Washington-based minstrel company as a jig dancer. Over the next decade he 

moved from troupe to troupe, expanding his repertoire of performance abilities through the help of numerous co-artists. 

According to Emerson the first company he joined after Sweeny's Minstrels was Warden's Minstrels, who were then 

playing at the Baltimore Museum. He was later associated with Kunkell's Nightingale Minstrels, a troupe Emerson 

claims were at that time the oldest and best on the boards. He followed that engagement with Newcombe's Minstrels, 

believed to have been the first US minstrel troupe to ever visit Germany. Emerson, who was on that tour, recalls that 

minstrelsy was an entirely new experience to the Germans. They apparently found the entertainment a novelty and the 

troupe was accorded much success until a curious audience member made his way backstage and saw the performers 

blacking up. Under the impression that the company comprised real Negroes, the German audiences believed they had 

been duped and were angered enough that the company was forced to cancel the remainder of the tour and leave the 

country (B: 15 Aug. 1885, 22).  

 Upon returning to America, Emerson joined Haverley's Masterdon Minstrels (reportedly at a salary of ₤100 per 

week) and after a period of time traveled to England where they played for three months at the Prince of Wales Theatre, 

London. Sometime around 1870 he returned to America and set up his own company at the Standard Theatre in San 

Francisco. It was this venture, supported financially by famed impresario, Thomas Maguire (when he was forced to 

undergo a period of bad business), that saw Emerson reach the upper echelons of American minstrelsy celebrity. 

Emerson's minstrels quickly became San Francisco's leading minstrel company, and remained so for more than a 

decade. 

 Around 1873 Emerson's California Minstrels undertook an international tour that included a stop-over in 

Australia. They made their debut performance in the country at the School of Arts (Syd) on 20 December 1873, and 

remained there for several months. The company later transferred its operations to Melbourne, where they played St 

George's Hall from 2 August. They returned to Sydney in November, re-opening at the School of Arts on the 15th. The 

company at that stage included performers such as Charley Sutton, Thomas Campbell, G. W. Rockefeller, and Ainsley 
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Scott. The response by Australian audiences was such that the company returned to Melbourne in April to play another 

season there, before again making their way back to Sydney (23 May). The company made its Australian farewell on 6 

June, sailing for San Francisco a few days later.  

Billy Emerson returned to Australia in 1885, at which time the local industry was undergoing a period of massive 

expansion. Although Emerson's tour at this stage was relatively brief, possibly no longer that a year or so, his influence 

(and that of several members of his troupe) on the local industry was to be significant. This was due not just to the 

quality of his entertainment package, but as will be demonstrated shortly, was also because his professionalism and 

expertise played such an influential role on the future careers of the new generation of Australian-based minstrel artists 

and writers. From their opening night at Sydney's Gaiety Theatre on Monday 13 April 1885, Emerson's Minstrels raised 

the expectations of local audiences and put pressure on local writers and producers of burlesque and farce to match their 

standard of excellence. Included in the troupe were Charles W. and Harry P. Cogill (who wrote much of the company's 

burlesque and farce material), Alf Holland, Dan Tracey, James R. Walsh and William J. King. All but Alf Holland later 

formed their own Australian-based minstrel companies, employing many hundreds of local artists over the next decade 

or more. Holland, who remained primarily a minstrel artist, was associated with many of the more significant late 

nineteenth century minstrel companies and continued to work in the variety industry as a leading practitioner right up 

into the second decade of the twentieth century. In his later career he also became an integral part of Harry Clay's 

Sydney operations.  

Emerson's arrival in Sydney saw him go head to head with Hiscocks' Federal Minstrels (Academy of Music) and 

Frank Smith (Alhambra Music Hall), the result being that audiences for any of these city shows were treated to high 

value entertainment packages. This was effectively a new era of competition for minstrelsy, and the primary response of 

each management was to devise new competitive strategies to keep themselves in the market.  While Emerson still 

followed the typical minstrel format, with himself in the cornerman role of tambo (opposite Charles Cogill on bones) 

and with Alf Holland attempting to control proceedings as interlocutor, the difference between his 1870s' offerings and 

this new troupe lay in the quality and vitality of the afterpiece entertainments. In this respect each show typically ended 

with a farce, a comical musical sketch or a burlesque. Despite being an imported troupe, the economic practicality of 

touring a minstrels show meant that many of the supporting/chorus performers were locally engaged. The Bulletin refers 

to this in its April 25 edition, noting that "some local talent has been secured, for we remember Gordon's well-

remembered face among the 'crush.' Burnt cork is no disguise to him" (9).  

Billy Emerson's return to Australia in 1892 with the Alabama Minstrels, which he co-managed with George H. 

Wood was a welcome one but ill-timed, coming as it did at a time of great economic insecurity. The tour managed to 

last around a year, no doubt due to the quality of the performers, which included John Fuller, Tom Edwards, Gus Franks 

and the dance trio of Queen, Stowe and Ryder. An Age reviewer records, for example: 
 

Not since the days when Ta-ra-boom-de-ay was 

exercising its first intoxication spell over the 

habitudes of the Opera House was that theatre so 

crowded as on Saturday night when Emerson and 

Woods' Minstrels commenced their season… No 

doubt the full attendance was to be accounted for by 

the fame of Billy Emerson as a minstrel entertainer, 

and the equally attractive reputation of Geo. H. 

Wood as his collaborateur… The main features of 

the entertainment, and the features which differ most 

markedly from entertainments by minstrel troupes 

that we have seen before, are the completeness as 

well as the originality with which the different 

effects are produced… the consequence is that the 

programme never flags (17 Oct. 1892, 6). 
 

After returning to America, Emerson continued to tour 

regularly from his San Francisco base until his death in 

1902. Gerald Bordman notes that not only was 

Emerson a superb singer and comedian, but that he also 

composed numerous songs that were popular in their 

day. Among his best remembered are "Big Sun 

Flower," "Love Among the Roses" and "The Yaller 

Gal That Looked at Me." 

 
 

Billy Emerson 

Bulletin 15 Aug. 1885, 22. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld)  

 

  
FURTHER REFERENCE: 
Bordman, Gerald. Oxford Companion to American Theater. (1978), n. pag. 

"King of Minstreldom" B: 15 Aug. (1885), 22.               [same article also published in AUSN: 15 Aug. 1885, 303] 

 



 

 766 

 

 

HARRY W. EMMET 
 

Librettist, dramatist, writer, actor.  During the 1880s Emmet collaborated with writer Lance Lenton, 

composer David Cope, and was also associated with Alfred Dampier, F. E. Hiscocks Federal Minstrels 
and Bland Holt. In 1885 he also published a collection of stories, poems and miscellaneous pieces 
under the title Harry Emmet's Theatrical Holiday Book (1885). 

 

 One of the more successful Australian-based theatre practitioners of the early 1880s, Harry W. Emmet, as with 

many of his peers, was capable of turning his hand to almost any theatrical genre, either as an actor or writer. The first 

record of Emmet's presence on the Australian stage is his appearance in a production of Hearts of Gold at the Theatre 

Royal (Melb) on 15 December 1879. Prior to this however his play with music, Honest Hearts received a production at 

the Queen's Theatre (Syd) beginning 22 November, with a company that included Marion Willis and Lachlan 

McGowan. While his name is not mentioned in the cast list there is the possibility that it was misspelled as Harry 

Bennett (SMH: 22 Nov. 1879, n. pag.) The play was revived by the same company the following year in early January.  

 In 1880 Emmet and Lance Lenton collaborated on the musical play, Married by Mistake, which was staged by 

McLean's Juvenile Troubadours at St George's Hall (Melb) beginning 30 March. On 24 July Emmett's Our Village, 

with music by David Cope, was produced by Mr and Mrs G. B. W Lewis. The production also starred Marion Dunn 

(aka Mrs Marcus Clarke). His Christmas pantomime Jack the Giant Killer, directed by G. R. Greville at the Queen's 

Theatre (Syd) over December 1880 and January 1881, included among the cast Harry Leston, Lance Lenton (who also 

contributed at least one song) and the Sherwood sisters.  

 In early December 1881, Emmet was engaged by Alfred Dampier to appear with his company at the Gaiety 

Theatre (Sydney) under the auspices of F. M. Bayless. Emmet appeared opposite Dampier in F. R. C. Hopkins All for 

Gold; Or, Fifty Millions of Money and later that same month in Michael Strogoff - as Dr Julian, an Argus 

correspondent (it was revived there in February 1882). He appeared with Dampier in a number of productions at the 

Gaiety during the first few months of 1882. These included Valjean, Saint or Sinner? (25 Feb.); No Mercy (as Frank 

Gurney) an adaptation by Julian Thomas (4 March); and the Hopkins' adaptation £sd (20 Mar.). He also began to dabble 

in entrepreneurial activities around this time. One such event was the Ye Fayre of Ye Olden Tyme carnival held on the 

grounds of St Mary's Cathedral, Sydney, over the Easter weekend (SMH: 1 Apr. 1882, 2). Emmet's involvement was as 

general manager. 

 1883 saw the first staging of Emmett's four act sensation drama, Grasp; Or, A Mother's Love, written for the 

actor Gratton Riggs, at the Theatre Royal, Hobart (22 Jan.). Riggs performed it later in the year at Melbourne's 

Princess's Theatre (Melb) during a season for Williamson, Garner and Musgrove (24 May). A few months later Emmet 

took up an engagement with E. Majeroni at Melbourne's Bijou Theatre, appearing as Lafayette Moodle (a society 

fop) in the four act 'modern comedy' An Arabian Night; or, Harlequin Alrashid and His Mother-in-Law (21 July) and 

as as Mr Capsicum Pepper in The Strategist (11 August). He is also known to have provided an original first part finale, 

"A Bourke-Street Coffee-Stall," for Hiscocks' Federal Minstrels during the final weeks of the troupe's first ever season 

together (Victoria Hall, 11-17 Aug.). The following month he joined the Federal Minstrels in Sydney as as a 

sketch/farce actor and stage manager. His duties also included writing taking on the MC position (Mr Interlocutor) 

while also contributing original sketches, farces and burlesques.  Several of his works were staged by Hiscocks 

including The Woman of the Peep-Hole; Or, The Rainbow Day and Herr-Rabian Knight, described in advertising as 

a "temperance-whisky drama" (SMH: 15 Sept. 1883, 2). The farce Noah's Ark (20 Oct.), set in a Sydney boarding 

house, was another. Emmet's time with Hiscocks saw him establish himself as a performer in the same class as some of 

the Federal Minstrel's biggest stars, notably W. Horace Bent, Alf Lawton and Lou Brahm. Emmet's engagement with 

Hiscocks was interrupted in early October, however (around the same time that Hiscocks moved from the Masonic Hall 

to the Gaiety theatre), when he appeared as Lord Reginald Egerton in Pluck for the Bland Holt and Alfred Dampier 

company (Opera House, Syd; 3 Oct.). That production was staged under the auspices of Williamson, Garner and 

Musgrove.  

 Another Emmet pantomime, Sinbad the Sailor was given an extravagant production by George Rignold in 

December 1884. One of the highlights of the show was apparently Sir William Robinson's patriotic song "Unfurl the 

Flag." The company included some of the leading local actors of the era, notably Charles H. Taylor and Ella Carrington, 

Joe Tolano, Amy Horton, Blanche Lewis and Boleno Brown.  

The last record of Harry Emmet's career found to date is his engagement with the Helen Vivian Dramatic 

Company at the Nugget Theatre (Melbourne) from around 3 October 1885. He appeared in a revival of Neck for Neck 

and undertook the role of co-manager with Arthur Vivian.  
   
MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 
HONEST HEARTS [play with music]  Txt. Harry W. Emmet; Mus. [n/e] (1879);  JACK THE GIANT KILLER  [pantomime]  Lib. Harry W. Emmet  

and J.R. Greville; Mus. Harry W. Emmet; Add Mus. Lance Lenton (1880);  MARRIED BY MISTAKE  [play with music]  Txt. Harry W. Emmet; 

Mus. Harry W. Emmet and Lance Lenton (1880);  OUR VILLAGE  [burlesque]  Txt. Harry W. Emmet; Mus. David Cope (1880);  A BOURKE 

STREET COFFEE-STALL [musical sketch] Txt. Harry W. Emmet; Mus. [n/e] (1883); SINBAD THE SAILOR; OR, THE GENII OF THE 

DIAMOND  [pantomime]  Lib. Harry W. Emmet; Mus. [n/e] (1884). 

   
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

Emmet, Harry.  Harry Emmet's Theatrical Holiday Book. (1885). 
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BERNARD ESPINASSE 
 

Librettist, dramatist, writer, poet. Born in 1868. Bernard Espinasse began his career as a playwright 
in the early 1890s with one of his first successes being In the Dark, a one-act drama staged in 

Melbourne in 1893. He was employed by J. C. Williamson as literary secretary ca. 1895-96. and had 
his drama Her Good Name staged by the entrepreneur in 1898, along with a reworked version of 

Wilson Barrett's The Christian (music by Christian Helleman) in 1899. Espinasse also collaborated 
with George Rignold to adapt Dumas' The Three Musketeers for the stage and contributed the libretto 
to Little Red Riding Hood, (music by Leon Caron and Frederick Weierter) in 1899. A number of his 

poems and short stories were also published in the Bulletin during the mid-late 1890s. In 
collaboration with J. C. Williamson he wrote the libretto for the Federation extravaganza, Australis; 
Or, The City of Zero (1900). Espinasse travelled to England in the early century where he staged 

several of his plays. He continued to write and stage dramas in Australia up until at least 1911.  
 

 Although relatively little information on Bernard Espinasse has been uncovered to date, it has been ascertained 

that his output of creative works included some one dozen plays (several of which were staged in England during his 

lifetime) and at least two pantomimes produced under the auspices of J. C. Williamson. A number of his poems and two 

short stories are also known to have been published.  Prior to taking up employment as J. C. Williamson's literary 

secretary (ca. 1895/96), Espinasse toured America and the East with the Majeroni Opera Company and is also believed 

to have spent some time in England honing his craft as a writer (BC: 18 Aug. 1900, 2). The earliest of his plays known 

to have been produced in Australia was the one act drama In the Dark, given its premiere at the Richmond Town Hall, 

Melbourne, on 28 August 1893. He also contributed a farce, Mr Harris, to the evening's entertainment. Three years 

later, on 16 October 1896, his operetta, The Magic Cloak, with music by prominent Sydney organist, Ernest P. Truman, 

was staged at Sydney's Paddington Town Hall. It was around this same period, too, that the Bulletin began publishing a 

number of Espinasse's poems and short stories.  While one of his poems, "At Large," had appeared in the magazine in 

1892, his contributions began to appear more regularly after 'To a Ballet-Dancer" - published in the 11 August 1894 

issue.  One of his earliest short stories, "His One Virtue," appeared in the 28 September issue of the following year. His 

last known poem to be published in the Bulletin was "An Idiom" (9 Dec. 1899, 15). 

 Espinasse was engaged as Williamson's literary secretary for some two years, with the position then being taken 

up in 1898 by Arthur H. Adams. Unlike his successor he appears to have maintained a reasonably good relationship 

with the entrepreneur following the termination of his employment. In 1898, Williamson and George Musgrove 

produced Espinasse's one act drama, Her Good Name at Her Majesty's in Sydney (6 Aug.). Directed by Frank 

MacVicars (who also played the role of John Vyce, Professor of Chemistry), this three-hander was presented as a 

double bill with Nicholls and Lestocq's comedy Jane. The Sydney Morning Herald theatre critic records that although 

cleverly written, Her Good Name 'presents a not very new story of the fall of a fashionable wife who is tied to a 

husband who is selfishly absorbed in his professional studies and discoveries, and who learns too late that his trusted 

friend has acted dishonourably towards him. The end is naturally a tragic one' (8 Aug. 1898, 3).  
   

 
 

Bernard Espinasse 

From Australis; Or, The City of Zero program (1900). 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 

 

In 1899 Williamson staged Espinasse's re-working of Wilson Barrett's The Christian (itself an adaptation of Hall 

Caine's popular novel). Incidental music for the production was scored by Sydney-based conductor and organist, 

Christian Helleman. Directed by Espinasse himself, it actually preceded Caine's own stage version by some two years. 
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Williamson later toured the show throughout Australia. The Brisbane Courier notes of the production: 'Barrett's part in 

the work... is slight, being confined to a skeleton of the play which he left [in Australia] after his recent visit... so that 

the chief credit of the masterly drama which had so splendid a run in Sydney, is due to the gentleman who has been 

engaged for some years by Mr Williamson as house-author for all his productions" (18 Aug. 1900, 6). The same review 

indicates that among Espinasse's earlier works was a production called Sappho. That same year Espinasse also 

collaborated with George Rignold on a three act adaptation of the Dumas classic, The Three Musketeers. It premiered 

at the Criterion Theatre, Sydney, on 18 May. The season lasted a respectable 26 performances. His drama, Blind Love 

was also staged in 1899 at Her Majesty's Theatre, Sydney (7 June). The Williamson-produced pantomime, Little Red 

Riding Hood (a collaboration between Espinasse and composers Leon Caron and Frederick W. Weierter) premiered at 

Sydney's Her Majesty's Theatre on Boxing Day. A Melbourne season followed in late February 1900 (Princess 

Theatre).  

During 1900 Williamson utilised Espinasse's skills and experience to help him write the libretto for the Federation 

pantomime, Australis; Or, The City of Zero. Set one hundred years in the future, and produced with Williamson's 

typical touch of extravagance, the narrative directed much of the political and social comments towards the society of 

the day, with references to issues if importance such as federation and unionism. It premiered on Boxing Day, but failed 

to garner much critical support and does not appear to have been produced elsewhere. Some four months later 

Espinasse's one act drama The Ivy Leaf was staged at the Palace Theatre, Sydney, beginning 27 April.  

 Espinasse travelled to England in late 1901 and the following year Her Good Name was staged at the Imperial 

Theatre, London, as a curtain-raiser to a play by the name of The Degenerates. According to a London correspondent 

writing for Sydney's Daily Telegraph's the work was 'on the whole well received,' despite being 'too old fashioned in 

construction.' In the same article Espinasse is reported as saying that 'his carpet-bag was full of plays, farces, sketches 

etc' when he left for England. Interestingly he also argued against the pessimistic utterances of Australian writers who 

claimed their works were being ignored by the country's theatre managers, saying that for years he had made a good 

living as a playwright in Australia (ctd. BC: 31 May 1902, 9). Another item published in the Brisbane Courier later that 

same year reported that Espinasse had collaborated with playwright Harry Leader to write Ned Kelly, The Bushranger 

(22 Nov. 1902, 9). Although Espinasse hoped the play would be staged in the near future no production has yet been 

identified.  

 In 1905 the Theatre magazine included a brief article based on a review of Espinasse's A Silent Witness, and 

published in England's Era newspaper. This four act drama, co-written with James Bell was staged at the Crown 

Theatre, Peckham (London). The Era's theatre critic wrote that the plot resembled The Corsican Brothers (ctd. TT: 1 

Oct. 1905, 11). While little is known of Espinasse's movements during the next few years the Theatre's November 1907 

issue records that he had recently been forced to enter a London hospital suffering from a heart complaint (12).  

 Bernard Espinasse's last known play to be produced was the four act drama, England's Hope, staged for a 24 

night season at Melbourne's King's Theatre beginning 23 December 1911. Another of his known works is The Master 

of Angestroom. Production details have not yet been located for this play, however.  
 
MUSIC THEATRE WORKS:   

THE MAGIC CLOAK  [operetta] Lib. Bernard Espinasse; Mus. Ernest P. Truman (1896);  LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD; OR, KEEPING THE 

WOLF FROM THE DOOR  [pantomime]  Lib. Bernard Espinasse; Orig Mus. Leon Caron and Frederick W. Weierter; Add Mus. [n/e] (1899); 
AUSTRALIS; OR THE CITY OF ZERO  [pantomime]  Lib. Bernard Espinasse and J.C. Williamson; Mus. Leon Caron and F.W. Weierter (1900). 
 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 
"Christian: The Drama and its Dramatist, The."  BC: 18 Aug. (1900), 6. 

 

 

 

CHARLES FANNING 
 

Minstrel comic, endman, singer, manager. Born in Newcastle (NSW) in 1864. The older brother of 
coon singer, Maud Fanning, Charles Fanning was associated with Frank Smith (Alhambra Music 

Hall, Sydney) and F. M. Clark during the mid-1880s and was a high profile artist with F. E. 
Hiscocks, the Cogill Brothers and Dan Tracey during the late 1880s and early 1890s. He formed 
business partnerships with Perry Ryan and Martyn Hagan ca.1888 and toured his own concert 
company ca.1890. Fanning was signed to a long-term contract by Harry Rickards beginning 1893. In 

1894 he teamed up with American variety artist, Georgie Devoe. The later married and remained 
more or less permanently with Rickards until 1899. Fanning formed his own minstrel and burlesque 
company in 1899, operating it until he and Devoe left Australia to tour the UK and USA variety 
circuits (ca. 1901-1908). They returned to Australia in 1909 initially on a two year Rickards contract. 

The Fannings later undertook engagements with James Brennan, Holland and St John and Humbert 
Pugliese before moving to South Africa. Charles Fanning died of consumption in Cape Town in 
January 1916. 

 

 Billed for much of his career as "Australia's (or Sydney's) favourite comic," Charles Fanning's association with 

the stage was very much a family affair from the start. His father Edward Charles Fanning had a successful band in 

Newcastle for many years, while three sisters, Maud, Bertha and Florence were also involved in the industry. Bertha 

(who became Mrs McKnight) was a popular contralto who made many concert appearances, including some with 

Phillip Newbury at the Sydney Town Hall. She later became a teacher of music in Mosman (Sydney). Florence R. (also 

known as Rosie) worked for some time with both John F. Sheridan and John Anderson. A brother, Edward (who died 
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ca.1908) was also involved in the theatre, being employed by George Rignold for several years as his dresser in addition 

to playing light character parts on the stage. It Charles Fanning's younger sister, Maud, however, whose career matched 

his in terms of popularity and longevity. She became arguably the country's most successful coon singer and a favourite 

through the family act she presented for many years (see Maud Fanning entry for further details).  
 

 
 

Charles Fanning 

Theatre Feb. 1909, 1. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 

 

         The first record of Charles Fanning appearing 

on the Australian stage is in 1885 when at just 21 

years of age he secured a regular spot on Frank 

Smith's programmes at both the Alhambra Music 

Hall (Syd) and the Sir Joseph Banks Pavilion and 

Pleasure Grounds, Botany. Fanning specialised early 

on in Negro delineation, performing mostly as the 

bones endman on Smith's minstrel shows. He also 

established himself as a popular jubilee singer, and 

within a relatively short period of time found himself 

being sought after by other leading variety 

organisations. Fanning spent time over the next few 

years with Frank M. Clark's Silk Stockings 

Company, Hiscocks Federal Minstrels (performing 

alongside luminaries such as W. Horace Bent, J. S. 

Porter and Beaumont Read), George Barr 

(Haymarket Theatre, Syd) and the Cogill Brothers. 

During this time, too, Fanning joined forces with two 

other emerging local performer/managers, Martyn 

Hagan and Perry Ryan to present shows at the 

Protestant Hall in Sydney. The Ryan, Fanning and 

Hagan XCLR Company was only short lived, but the 

reception they received and the experience gained 

led to both Fanning and Hagan later touring their 

own companies around Australia. Several members 

of the troupe were by then also emerging within the 

industry as recognised local stars - most notable 

being the Bovis Brothers and Lucy Fraser (later the 

wife of Martyn Hagan). 

 After several years working for other variety operators Charles Fanning returned to play a season with Frank 

Smith in early 1890. By this stage Fanning's stage craft had branched out into sketch work, much of which he wrote 

himself. One of the earliest sketches known to have been written and staged by him is "I'll Get You" (15 Mar.). Often 

these sketches involved just two performers, and in this respect one of his early partners was the serio/soubrette, Violet 

Kingsley. Fanning remained with Smith until late October/early November 1890, with one of his last performances at 

the Alhambra being the burlesque, The Streets of Sydney; Or, A Plucky Youth, staged from 24 October (see Appendix 

C, 1883). The cast included such notable stars of the variety stage as Johnny Gilmore, Johnny Cowan and the Leslie 

Brothers. Following his engagement with Smith, Fanning joined forces briefly with H. Florack's newly reformed 

Federal Minstrels Company. This company, which also included Harry Clay, had created some waves the previous year 

when they appropriated the moniker previously made popular by F. E. Hiscocks.
18

    

During the early 1890s Fanning cemented his reputation as one of the country's leading comedy singers, sketch 

writers and refined specialty artists. Always popular with Sydney audiences he played occasional return engagements 

with Frank Smith between top of the bill engagements with entrepreneurs like Dan Tracey and Harry Barrington (who 

took over Smith's Alhambra operations in early 1893), or with his own minstrels troupe at popular weekend venues like 

the Bondi Aquarium. The line-up in 1890 included his sisters Maud and Bertha, J. Whitworth and Lorrie St. George 

among others. One of Fanning's more popular sketches around this time was the Ethiopian burlesque, "The Bruised 

Heart," staged at the Alhambra on 19 Mar. 1892. With Smith, too, he increased his profile by playing hilarious 

characters in such farces as "Hard to Kill" (5 Sept. 1892) and "A Night in Woolloomooloo" (26 Mar. 1892). During the 

same period he occasionally toured his own company around the eastern states. One known tour was in late 1891. It was 

this time onwards that Fanning's billing in advertising began to include such slogans as: "Australia's favourite comic," 

"the Mogul of Minstrelsy," "King of Ethiopian Comedians" and "Sydney's ever-favourite comedian." Such was 

Fanning's popularity with audiences and critics alike by this stage that in September 1893, Harry Rickards offered him a 

season at his newly built Tivoli Theatre. A few weeks into his season the Sydney Morning Herald devoted a good deal 

of space in its review of the current show to Fanning: 
 

A new laughable absurdity [presented by Mr Charles Fanning] consisted of a breathless narrative of impossible 

doings in high places, delivered with a mirth-provoking air of honesty and good faith.; he was encored for a ditty 

about "Joanna," sang a parody, of which the burthen was "the man who's breaking stones at Monte Carlo;" and 

displayed a capital falsetto voice in the popular Neapolitan barcarole, "Funiculi, Funicula" (9 Oct. 1893, 6). 

                                                           
18     See Clay Djubal. Harry Clay and Clay's Vaudeville Company, 1865-1930. (1998), 48-51. 
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 The timing of Charles Fanning's engagement with Rickards was fortunate for several reasons, first because it was 

a period when variety's fortunes were being seriously threatened as a result of the late 1880s/early 1890s economic 

collapse. In this respect Rickards was the only one of his peers at the top end of the industry to be able to manage to 

continue operating at this level through to the end of the decade, hence providing high quality local performers artist 

like Fanning with much needed financial security. The second fortune for Fanning was that he teamed up both 

professionally and personally with American comic/singer, Georgie Devoe. Described in 1909 as having "a wealth of 

Titan-coloured hair" and a more than "capable performer" (TT: Feb. 1909, 9), her first known appearance in Australia 

(at this stage) was with Rickard's at St George's Hall (Melb) in July 1889. Her name would be linked almost 

continuously with his company until 1899. Her only known association with another Australian-based entrepreneur was 

in 1890 when Rickards briefly joined forces with Dan Tracey. During that season Devoe starred opposite the popular 

American actor/manager in his musical farcical creation, The Irish Millionaire (see Appendix C, 288-89). 

 From around 1894 onwards Fanning and Devoe became on-stage partners, presenting a combination of sketch 

work, patter and song and dance for Rickards around Australia and on occasional tours through New Zealand. This 

period of his career saw Fanning in the same company as other Rickards long-serving top-liners - those such as African-

American comedians Charlie Pope and Irving Sayles, and fellow-Australian comic, Will Whitburn. He also shared 

headline status with frequent Rickards' guests, Priscilla Verne and Harry Shine. During his time with Rickards, too, 

Fanning continued to write and stage his own sketches and minstrel farces. One particular favourite, and which is 

believed to have been adapted by other local companies over the next decade or so was his original comedy sketch, 

"The Asylum" (9 Feb. 1895). The premiere production included among its cast Fanning and Devoe, Charlie Pope, 

Irving Sayles and Florrie St Clair. Another highlight of his long Rickards engagement was the pantomime, Jack the 

Giant Killer (22 Mar. 1898) in which he played the part of Merlyn. During the year he also staged two burlesques, 

Hamlet (2 Apr.) and The Far Beyond (12 Nov.). The balcony scene from Fanning's burlesque on Hamlet was to 

become a regular attraction for Fanning and Devoe over the course of their later career, with the first known staging 

being at the Bijou Theatre (Melb) on 14 January the following year. Three of his more popular turns during Rickards 

1899 Melbourne Opera House season were the burlesques "Heavy Weightlifting and Chain Breaking" (14 Jan.), "The 

Melbourne Cup in Five Minutes" and a spoof on imported star, Cinquevalli (4 Nov.). 

 In early 1900 Fanning and Devoe travelled to Western Australia to take up a contract with Jones and Lawrence at 

the Cremorne Gardens (Perth). They likely also toured the Murchison goldfield circuit during this period. The pair made 

a huge impression on Perth audiences, and found their performances being recalled time and again. The West Australian 

notes of Fanning's stage presence: "His style is quaint and original, and the absence of vulgarity is the leading 

characteristic of his specialty work" (19 Feb. 1900, 3). One of the more popular solo turns staged by Fanning was "The 

Albany Cup in Five Minutes" (likely an adaptation of his Melbourne routine), which the paper indicates was a satire of 

a "bookmaker with a mania for laying long-odds" (5 Feb. n. pag.). Perhaps his greatest successes there, however, were 

his parodies of patriotic songs and songs that were then the current rage - including "Caller Herrin," "When Other Lips" 

and "The Absent-Minded Bushy." He is also said to have performed a burlesque contortion act that satirised the Tyler 

Risley act and presented a scream of an act in a burlesque of a prima donna. 

 The whereabouts of Charles Fanning and Georgie Devoe between their Perth engagement in 1900 and 1909 is 

currently unknown, although it appears that much the period, if not all, was spent overseas. Australian Variety indicates 

that this was the case when it reports his death in early 1916. "At one time Australia's best-known comedian, [Fanning] 

returned virtually a stranger to an audience that, with few exceptions, knew him not" (n. pag.).
19

  What is known is the 

pair returned to Australia for Harry Rickards in 1909 with their eight-year old daughter, Charlotte, appearing at the 

Opera House (Melbourne) beginning 1 May. The Theatre reports that the Fannings had signed a two year contract with 

the Tivoli organisation, although this may have been either shortened or undertaken on a casual basis as the couple 

accepted a number of alternate engagements over the next few years (Feb. 1909, 9). These included seasons with James 

Brennan in Melbourne (Gaiety Theatre) and Sydney (National Amphitheatre), Holland and St John (Bris) and Humbert 

Pugliese (Alhambra Theatre, Syd). The Brisbane Courier records that two particular highlights of the Fanning/Devoe 

turn during their 1910 Empire Theatre season were their "Romeo and Juliet" burlesque (16 July 1910) and a motoring 

burlesque that "started off in an extremely fantastic fashion" (5 Sept. 1910, n. pag.). 

 Sometime after late 1910 Fanning left for South Africa where he settled, presumably still performing with his wife 

and daughter. In its 5 January 1916 issue, Australian Variety reported: "For many years Australia's foremost cornermen 

and blackface comedian… Charles Fanning is dying of consumption in Somerset Hospital, Cape Town (4). According 

to a later report he died a few weeks later aged 52. In reporting Fanning's death in its March issue, the Theatre presented 

in detail one of his patter turns, "Push and Pull." The same journalist (who recalled the patter from some five years 

previous) goes on to note that "with his wobbly-gobbly way of speaking there was never, particularly in respect of 

patter, a more amusing black-faced comedian than Mr Fanning heard in Australia" (n. pag.). Isadore Brodsky, in The 

Streets of Sydney, provides an insight, too, into the type of relationship and standing Fanning had with his adoring 

public during the prime of his career: 
 

His first turn appealed to a bunch of jockey boys in the audience and in devilment they sent up a bouquet at the 

end of the turn - a bunch of carrots. Said Charlie: "Thank you boys, but you haven't sent the corned beef with 

this." At [the] interval the boys whipped over to paddy's Markets to atone for their thoughtfulness [sic]. Fanning 

came on after the intermission and completed his popular turn. And then he got the big surprise. It was the corned 

                                                           
19     Bibliographic details for this quotation are missing. The report was likely published in an issue later in the month. 



 

 771 

 

 

beef. The jockey's three a huge round of smoking beef onto the stage - the entire stock of a market stallholder. 

Ah! for the old days of Paddy's Markets and Campbell Street, old-timers will say with a sigh" (127). 
 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 
Brodsky, Isadore. Streets of Sydney (1962), 127. 

 

 
 

Mrs Charlie Fanning - Georgie Devoe 
Theatre Feb. 1909, 9. 

(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Queensland) 

 
 

Charlotte Fanning 
Theatre Feb. 1909, 9. 

(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Queensland) 

 

 

 

MAUD FANNING 
 

Singer, coon impersonator, comic, actress. Born in 1874 at Newcastle (NSW). The younger sister of 
Charlie Fanning, Maud began her professional career began at the age of five. By the late 1880s she 
was working with other members of her family, including a partnership with older sister Rosie as the 
Fanning Sisters. She later undertook engagements with all the major vaudeville organisations, 

including Harry Rickards, the Fullers, James Brennan, Harry Clay, J. C. Bain, Bert Howard, Percy St 
John, Birch and Carroll, W. J. Wilson, Walter Bell, J. C. Williamson's, William Cosgrove, William 
Anderson. She is also appeared with John F. Sheridan's company ca. 1900. Married to fellow 
vaudevillian, Arthur Elliott, Fanning's three daughters and son were also performers. Maud Fanning 

continued performing professionally up until at least the early 1920s.   
 

 As with her equally famous older brother, Maud Fanning's career in minstrelsy and vaudeville was extraordinarily 

long and successful, beginning sometime during the 1880s and stretching up until at least the late 1920s. Indeed, the 

Theatre said of her during a 1913 Tivoli engagement, "there is not a vaudeville patron in Australia who has not seen her 

in one or other of Australia’s vaudeville houses" (Aug. 1913, 33).  In this respect she become arguably the most popular 

and influential Australian coon singer of her time, and in association with her husband Arthur Elliott, daughters, Violet, 

Lulla, Huia, and son Arthur, made an extensive contribution to variety theatre in this country.20  In his autobiography 

Roy Rene wrote of Fanning: "She was a very good coon singer, and the house used to rock when she came on. She 

would bring on her kids, she had a team of them and they used to pull the place down. She was the best coon singer of 

her day and very hardworking" (79). 

 Born in Newcastle NSW in 1874, Maud Fanning's association with the stage began through the influence of her 

father, Edward Charles Fanning, who led a successful band in Newcastle for many years. Two sisters, Bertha and 

Florence were also involved in the industry. Bertha (who became Mrs McKnight) was a popular contralto who made 

many concert appearances, including some with Phillip Newbury at the Sydney Town Hall. She later became a teacher 

of music in Mosman (Sydney). Florence R. (also known as Rosie) worked for  some time with both John F. Sheridan 

and William Anderson (as did Maud), while it is known that another brother, Edward (who died ca.1908) was with 

George Rignold for several years as his dresser, and in addition played light character parts on the stage.  

                                                           
20     There is some confusion over the exact spelling of Maud's surname - with both Faning or Fanning being used throughout her career. There is 

additional confusion over the names of two of her daughters, too, these being Lulla/Lalla and Huia/Hula. For the sake of consistency, this biography 

has adopted Fanning, Lulla and Huia. 
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 Although Maud Fanning has claimed that she initially began performing at age five, the first record of her 

appearing on stage found during the course of this thesis was in 1890 at the Bondi Aquarium, where her brother's 

Popular Concert Company was advertised to appear. The company included, along with Charles and Maud, sister 

Bertha, J. Whitworth and Lorrie St. George among others. By 1894 both Maud and Rosie were appearing regularly at 

the Alhambra Music Hall, a venue that Maud continued to perform at for a number of years (although under different 

managements). Around May 1895 she appeared with Cosgrove and Stuart's Musical Comedy Company in Sydney and 

later that year took up an engagement with Warren's Surprise Party during its season at the Gaiety Theatre in Brisbane. 

The company, which included Harry Clay, was taken over by veteran variety performer W. A. Ball (ex-Hiscocks' 

Federal Minstrels) in September of that year. Fanning's connection with Brisbane was furthered in 1897 when she 

appeared on the Bovis Brothers' bill at the Gaiety Theatre (ca. Nov.). Engagements in 1898 included Henry's Dramatic 

Company (Royal Standard, Syd, ca. May/June), with whom she appeared in Fun on the Bristol, and a season under 

Percy St John and W. J. Wilson's management at the Alhambra Theatre (Syd) from around 1 October. Fanning's name 

also appeared on the programmes of entertainments put on by the management of the Coogee Palace Aquarium during 

the period.  

 In mid-1900 she found engagements with John Sheridan's company (Opera House, Syd), which were presented by 

William Anderson, and later in the year appeared on the second leg of Walter Bell's Waxworks tour of Queensland, 

with the troupe including Harry Clay. Following that engagement she once again performed for a Brisbane audience, 

this time under the auspices of Percy St John at the Theatre Royal (ca. Oct.) 

 Fanning continued to perform around Australia and through New Zealand over the next decade, at some stage 

marrying Arthur Elliott (born Arthur Hargrave), and over the course of the years giving birth to at least three girls and 

one boy. In a 1913 Theatre interview Fanning records that she had been for some time one of J.C. Williamson's ballet-

girls and that she played "Bella" in Fun on the Bristol for William Cosgrove years before John Sheridan was seen in 

the same piece. She later joined the Anderson/Holloway theatrical company, and it was during this period that she first 

did her coon act. This was apparently a pedestal dance and a song called "The Alabama Coon." Her act later caught the 

attention of Harry Rickards while he was in New Zealand. Maud Fanning's first appearance with Rickards is believed to 

have been sometime around 1903. In the same 1913 Theatre interview Fanning recalls: 
 

It was in New Zealand that I first came under the notice of Mr Rickards. I was appearing there with the Fullers. I 

was singing a song that belonged to one of Mr Rickards imported comedians. I think Mr Rickards and the 

comedian were at the show together. At any rate, Mr Rickards came round to my dressing room and asked me to 

let him know when I would be finished with the Fullers... Later... I was told to open [for the Tivoli circuit] in 

West Australia. I remained for eight years with Mr Rickards... From time to time [he] got special scenes for me. I 

very much admired Mr Rickards. He was goodness itself to me. He was so genuine (Aug. 1913, 33). 
 

Rickards engaged Fanning on a frequent basis between 1903 and at least 1906. Although it is not known whether she 

found engagements with any other managements during that period, certainly by 1907 she was in demand from other 

quarters of the industry. Harry Clay took her on tour of Queensland in 1907 and Ted Holland secured her services in 

late 1908. She was on Clay time again in 1909 and 1910. 

 By 1910 both Maud Fanning and the rest of her family were enjoying much acclaim around Australia. As the 

Theatre notes in relation to an engagement at the National Amphitheatre: "What a delightful act is that put on by the 

Three Elliotts! These dainty and clever children are Maud Fanning's, who has surely coached them with gentleness and 

love.... The trio are recalled again and again" (Mar. 1910, 18). Her known engagements in 1910 included at least one 

season with James Brennan (Gaiety Theatre, Melb) around March; the Birch and Carroll Queensland circuit (Oct.) and 

Pat Fisher's Entertainers (Royal Standard, Syd) in late November. 

 In 1912 Fanning, her husband and four children toured Queensland for Harry Clay, being with little doubt one of 

the company's leading attractions, and went on to the Brennan-Fullers circuit shortly afterwards.  J. C. Bain gave her top 

billing at the Princess Theatre in 1913 (ca. May) as did Harry Barrington at the Alhambra Music Hall (ca. June). By 

1914, and with a new born infant added to the family's (on-stage) troupe, the Fanning/Elliott family were undoubtedly 

an Australian entertainment institution. By 1914, and with a new born infant added to the family's on-stage act, the 

Fanning/Elliott 'troupe' were undoubtedly an Australian entertainment institution. They continued to find engagements 

in Australia and New Zealand throughout the remainder of the decade. The family spent much of this time on contract 

to the Fullers, but were occasionally leased out to other organisations affiliated with that company. Thus although they 

signed a 12 months contract with the Fullers in July 1914, they were nevertheless leased to Holland and St John in 

October that year (Empire Theatre, Brisbane). Her 1917 tour of the Fullers' New Zealand circuit drew much praise from 

the critics. The Theatre's Dominion scribe wrote, for example: "Maud Fanning and her children are again proving a 

phenomenal draw… Of the many hundred acts on the circuit it is doubtful if any artist has so consistently retained her 

popularity as has Miss Fanning.  One recalls the early days of the Fullers, when the late P.R. Dix was importing stars. 

During that period Miss Fanning played a record season of over seven months at the old Choral Hall, Wellington. Irene 

Franklin was on of the Dix stars. The dusky Maud, singing the same songs was easily the bigger favourite in the windy 

city" (May 1917, 41). When briefly off Fuller time Fanning undertook engagements with other managements, including 

Harry Clay (1915 and 1919), Bert Howard (Sydney, ca. May 1918) and Dix-Baker (Newcastle, ca. May 1918). She was 

also tended a benefit in 1916, held at the Coronation Theatre (Leichhardt).  Lulla, Violet and Huia are known to have 

worked on the Clay circuit on occasions throughout the 1920s.  

 Industry opinion of the Fanning family act in 1915 included an Australian Variety par in its 24 February issue: 

"Maud Fanning - well, if anybody ever earns a salary it's Maud. I have never seen a harder trier in the business. She was 
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a riot, and her three cleanest girls in vaudeville cleaned up with their raggy singing. Daddy Arthur Elliott has some 

punch in his comicalities, and it's a sure four he has to do before he can retire" (13). The Theatre reported that same 

year: "The volcanic Maud Fanning... got a rousing reception [at the National]. The point about this is that Miss Fanning 

is now being seen in Sydney for about the thousandth time. Has there ever been - or will there be - seen any other artist 

who could in such circumstances move an audience to the enthusiasm displayed in the case of Miss Fanning? Her 

record in this respect stands second to none" (May 1915, 41). 
 

 
 

Maud Fanning and the Elliott Sisters 
"Australia's Premier Coon Singer" and her children. 

(Courtesy of the Mitchell Library) 
 

 It is not been established when Maud Fanning retired from the stage. In October 1929 she was  invited on the bill 

of the final programme at the old Sydney Tivoli Theatre, and in 1932 appeared alongside fellow variety veteran Ward 

Lear in a "Stars of Yesterday" troupe which supported Clem Dawe's musical revue company (see Wintergarden, Bris; 

beginning 5 Nov.). She also made a guest appearance at the new Tivoli Theatre (Syd) in 1940. Roy Rene has mentioned 

that Lulla Fanning and Violet Elliott had become successful in radio and in London pantomime respectively in late 

years. She died sometime in the early 1940s. 

 

 

 

EDWARD GEOGHEGAN 
 

Dramatist, convict. Born in Ireland ca.1812. The playwright whose output of plays were the most 
staged in Australian during the 1840s, Edward Geoghegan arrived in the colonies in 1840 as a 
convict and soon after began writing works for the stage. By 1844 he was creating original dramas 
for the Royal Victoria Theatre company (Syd), and wrote at least eight major works in his brief career, 
the best known being The Currency Lass and The Hibernian Father (both 1844). His other works 
included The Last Days of Pompeii, A Christmas Carol, The Royal Masque, and Captain Kyd. 

Geoghegan was given his ticket of leave in 1846. There is no record of his whereabouts after 1852.  
 

 Edward Geoghegan studied medicine in Dublin after leaving school, but any thoughts of a medical career were 

dashed in June 1839 when he was convicted in a Dublin court of obtaining goods under false pretences and sentenced to 

seven years in the Australian colonies. He arrived in Sydney the following year on the ship Middlesex aged twenty-

seven. Because of his medical training, Geoghegan was given special employment during his confinement on the 

Sydney Harbour penal establishment, Cockatoo Island. His duties were as a dispenser in the colony's medical 

department, and within a short period of time he granted permission to go ashore once a week. During these periods of 

leave he was able to make the acquaintance of actors at the Royal Victoria Theatre, with one of these people being 

Francis Nesbitt (McCron) who soon became his patron, and encouraged the young Irishman to begin writing works for 

the local actors. Geoghegan's literary and theatrical aspirations were put briefly on hold, however, when he was caught 

by the authorities in a raid on the island and found to have been acting as a courier of illegal items of trade. Reduced to 

a common labourer, with his leave stopped, Geoghegan's medical background once again saved him, and he was 

eventually restored to his previous position. The incident did not help his cause regarding an early release, however, and 

as a consequence he was made to serve his full seven year sentence. 
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Once allowed to regain his leave rights, Geoghegan was thus able to return to his theatrical activities, and 

between 1844 and 1845 he became the most performed of the Royal Victoria's resident playwrights, with at least eight 

works having been staged. These were presented, however, either under pseudonyms or anonymously as there existed a 

prohibition on convict actors (and subsequently convict playwrights) appearing on colonial stages. The plays known to 

have written by Geoghegan during this period include his two most famous works, The Hibernian Father (1844) and 

The Currency Lass (1844) along with The Last Days of Pompeii (1844), A Christmas Carol (1844), The Royal 

Masquer (1845), Captain Kyd (1845), Lafitte the Pirate (1845) and  The Jew of Dresden (unperformed). There are 

also several other works, which although attributed to others, are believed to be Geoghegan's due to the similarity of the 

handwriting with those established as his. In addition, there are at least two other plays which some theatre historians 

suggest could possibly have been written by Geoghegan, the texts of which have unfortunately been lost, however. 

Geoghegan was given his ticket of leave in 1846 and initially tried to make a living through work at the Royal 

Victoria Theatre. Although having been arguably the most successful playwright of the 1840s thus far, his craft had 

unfortunately yielded him less than six pounds in all, with the doubtful bonus of "several poetical addresses" (qtd. 

Covell xix). With his protector, Nesbitt, having left for Victoria (where he died the following year) and with no great 

prospects for him in Sydney Geoghegan also travelled south in search of work. The last record of his whereabouts 

comes from an 1852 letter he wrote from Victoria to the Colonial Secretary requesting the text of The Jew of Dresden 

so that he could recopy it for a possible London production.  

 
MUSIC THEATRE WORKS:   
THE CURRENCY LASS  [ballad opera]  Txt. Edward Geoghegan; Mus. various (1844). 

 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 
Geoghegan, Edward.  Currency Lass, The. Ed. Roger Covell. (1976). 

Musa, Helen.  "Edward Geoghegan." CTTA: (1995), 242-3. 
Oppenheim, Helen.  "The Author of The Hibernian Father."  ALS: 2.4 (1966), n. pag. 

Williams, Margaret.  Australia on the Popular Stage. (1983), 25-35. 

 

 

 

 

JIM GERALD 
[Incl. Essie Jennings] 

 

Circus clown, acrobat, actor, vaudeville performer, pantomime dame, revusical writer, revue 
company leader, song writer, film actor/director/screenwriter. Born James Fitzgerald on 1 January 
1891 in Darlington, Sydney,21 Jim Gerald began his career on the stage at four years of age and at 

seven was apprenticed to Oscar Pagel's international circus. After touring the world for almost ten 
years with Pagel, he returned to Australia around 1907 and appeared in two films directed by his 
father, Robbery under Arms (1907) and The Life and Adventures of John Vane, the Notorious 
Australian Bushranger (1910). During this period he also continued touring as an acrobat and clown 

with several Australian-based circuses. In 1912 Gerald severed his connection with circus life, taking 
up an offer from Fullers Theatres Ltd to appear on the variety stage. He was leased out by the Fullers 
to Stanley McKay between 1913 and 1916, touring regional Australia and New Zealand under canvas 
as the dame in McKay's pantomime company. The troupe also included ex-Tivoli soubrette, Essie 

Jennings, whom Gerald had married in 1913. After serving some two years in the Middle-East during 
the war as a driver and entertainer (1916-1918), Gerald returned to the Fullers as the dame in their 
1919 Red Riding Hood pantomime. Following that production he briefly joined Bert Le Blanc's 

Travesty Stars (q.v.) before branching out as a sketch artist with his wife. One of the couple's most 
popular sketches from this period was "The Raw Recruit" which he based on his early military 
experiences. He later expanded it into the hit one act musical comedy, 1914-1918; Or, For the 
Duration. Gerald and Jennings joined Walter George's Sunshine Players in 1921, and the following 

year put together their own troupe, initially known as Jim Gerald's Miniature Musical Comedy Co. 
The company continued to tour the Antipodes up until at least 1929. Gerald wrote most of the 
productions himself, among the most popular being Barebacks, A Millionaire for a Night, 1914-1918, 
The Tennis Club and Whips and Quips. He also collaborated with actor/director Frank Neil on several 

Christmas pantomimes between 1926 and 1934. In 1928 Gerald travelled to America and 
England but failed to attract attention for his style of comedy. During his time in the USA he wrote 
and produced at least two short films. Following his return to Australia in 1929 (at which time he 

switched from the Fullers to the Tivoli circuit) Gerald included these films as part of his touring 
show. During the 1930s he took advantage of the popularity of radio, becoming prominent on 
air personality. During the Second World War he was given an officer commission and served 
overseas as an entertainer. Following his return to Australia he maintained regular tours of Australia 

and New Zealand up until the late 1950s as a revue entertainer while continuing to maintain a 
presence on local radio.  On a number of occasions he teamed up with other leading performers of 
the 1920s such as George Wallace and Queenie Paul. Gerald died in Melbourne on 2 March 1971. 

 

 The seventh and youngest son of eminent Australian actor S. A. (Stephen Australia) Fitzgerald, Jim Gerald was a 

nephew to Dan and Thomas Fitzgerald (Fitzgerald Brothers Circus) and John D. Fitzgerald, a prominent barrister and 

writer who served as a NSW Labor parliamentarian. Three of Gerald's siblings also followed their father onto the stage, 

these being comedian Cliff Stevens (Clifton Stephen Australia Fitzgerald) and actors Lance Vane (Lancelot Sherlock 

                                                           
21  Gerald's military records indicate that the date was 1 January.  Several secondary sources record 2 January. 
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Fitzgerald) and Max Clifton (Richard McGuinness Fitzgerald). From early childhood James Fitzgerald took to the 

world of professional entertainment, having spent a good deal of his early childhood playing truant from school so that 

he could go down to the sand hills behind Centennial park to learn acrobatic skills from professionals and amateurs who 

regularly practised there. Australian Variety records that Gerald made his first professional stage appearance at the age 

of four and won numerous prizes for dancing before the age of twelve (18 Dec. 1919, 3). He is also said to have taken 

every opportunity to hang around his famous uncles' circus whenever it was in Sydney. Showing enormous talent even 

at age seven his father allowed him to be apprenticed as a tumbler to German showman and strongman, Oscar Pagel, 

who had previously worked for the Fitzgerald Brothers' Circus. Gerald remained with this company for some ten years, 

touring such places as South Africa, Europe, Asia and North America. During his time with the circus he also shortened 

his surname to Gerald, apparently on the advice of his employer. 

By the time he returned to Australia around 1906/07 Jim Gerald was a truly a remarkable circus act. Although 

only seventeen he could walk the high wire, complete sixty somersaults in sixty seconds, and was reportedly the first 

man in the world to do the 'loop the loop' around a steel cage on a motor bike (Norman 226), a feat he performed under 

the nom deplume 'Diabolo.' In 1907, while still involved in the circus industry, Gerald was engaged to play (in 

blackface) the character of Warrigal in Charles MacMahon's motion picture adaptation of Robbery under Arms, which 

was directed by his father. Three years later he Gerald and two of his brothers, Lance Vane and Max Clifton, appeared 

in The Life and Adventures of John Vane, the Notorious Australian Bushranger (1910). That film, also directed by S. 

A. Fitzgerald, is now viewed as a significant landmark in Australian cinema history, being the first recorded 

involvement in narrative film production by Charles Cozens Spencer - one of the leading figures in the early Australian 

film industry. Max Clifton is also known to have appeared in at least two other films around this period, these being 

The Squatter's Daughter (1910, William Anderson) and The Christian (1911, West's Pictures). Gerald continued 

working as a circus performer for about five years following his return to Australia, but around 1911/12 was apparently 

forced into taking up another career. As Charles Norman recounts, Gerald was responsible for wrecking a wagon and 

about £1,000 worth of equipment while en route to a country show with Barton's Circus. Quitting before he could be 

fired he decided to try out his comedic talents on the theatrical stage (224-5). The decision to quit the circus may not 

have been entirely due to this event, however, but also partly in response to Gerald's physical health - he had by then 

broken numerous bones in circus-related accidents.  

Jim Gerald's move into variety entertainment began when he took up an engagement with Fuller's Theatres. 

Although at least one reference source (The Companion to Theatre in Australia) maintains that Jim Gerald began his 

career in variety with Harry Clay (243), no primary sources supporting such a claim have yet been located. Gerald even 

states in a 1928 Everyone's interview: "I started with the Fullers' and I'll finish with them" (22 Feb. 1928, 46). 

According to reviews around this period his early turns were comic routines that utilised his circus skills, notably 

tumbling (often imitating a drunk), back flips and a wire-walking act. One of his earliest performances was at the 

Majestic Theatre in Adelaide. It was here that Gerald first met and married Essie Jennings. According to Charles 

Norman, Gerald had been pestering the young lady for a date for several weeks, but she had refused his advances. It 

apparently took an on-stage accident to bring them together. Jennings offered to look after him during his recuperation, 

and they married some two weeks later.  

By 1913 Gerald and Jennings were a Fullers double act, performing sketches which included songs, comic 

routines and Gerald's circus-inspired eccentricities. Jennings had herself been working on the variety stage for some 

time. It is believed that she began her association with the Fullers around 1905/06, starting out as an illustrated singer
22

 

and dancer. The earliest recorded performance for her found to date is a National Amphitheatre (Syd) show in January 

1907 (see SMH: 5 Jan. 1907, 2), although a 1921 article in Fuller News indicates that she would be "remembered by 

playgoers as 'Australia's Gibson Girl,' when [American entertainer] Charles Dana Gibson  was the rage" ("Pantomime 

Souvenir," 20). A  review of Gerald and Jennings turn at the same theatre in October 1913, which also congratulates 

Jennings for having lost almost three stone in weight since her last appearance, notes: "the act is now considerably 

improved, and scores a great number of laughs" (AV: 5 Nov. 1913, 5). 

 Around 1913/14 Gerald and Jennings were leased by the Fullers to Stanley McKay. They appeared with one of the 

actor manager's two touring companies until 1916, specialising in pantomime (the other company briefly toured 

Shakespeare under canvas before turning to pantomime fulltime). Gerald did not entirely cut his connection with the 

Fullers, however, as McKay staged his productions in the firm's theatres when playing seasons in the major Australian 

centres and along its Dominion circuit (NZ). Within a short period of time McKay relinquished day to day control of his 

No 1 company, leaving its management in Gerald's hand. In this respect, as Gerald states in the 1928 Australian Variety 

interview: "I produced pantomimes for the Fullers three years before anybody else ventured into the same field with 

them" (ibid, 46). It would be the McKay pantomimes, notably Mother Goose (1914), Old Mother Hubbard (1915) and 

Little Bo-Peep (1915) that allowed Gerald the opportunity to develop what was to become perhaps the best remembered 

of his stage roles - that of the dame. What set Gerald apart from most other specialist dame comedians  was that he 

imbued his characters with the essence of  circus clowning and acrobatics. According to the numerous reviews 

available, he seldom failed to excite audiences with his spectacular feats. Responding to Gerald's Princess Theatre (Syd) 

performance as Pansy Hubbard, the Theatre records, for example: "Variety is imparted to Mr Gerald's performance by 

introducing a few well-executed somersaults. His acrobatic gifts further enable him to make some novel, decidedly 

clever exits" (Sept. 1915, 52). Australian Variety records, too, that as Mother Goose "James Gerald… is an ideal 

pantomime dame, and a first-class knockabout expert; his funny ways all through gets him many hearty laughs" (5 Aug. 

1915, n. pag.). 

                                                           
22     Illustrated singers specialised in performing to scenes projected on a backcloth and illuminated by limelight projectors. 
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In 1916 Gerald enlisted in the Australian 

Imperial Force, and was subsequently posted overseas 

as a driver with 1
st
 Australian and New Zealand 

Wireless Signal Squadron (22 Battalion). He 

reportedly spent most of his service in Mesopotamia, 

between Kut-el-Amara and Bagdad. He was not alone 

in joining from the ranks of McKay's organisation, 

there being four others (including McKay) who 

similarly volunteered their services. During his 

military service Gerald involved himself as often as 

possible in theatricals. He claims, for example, to have 

had the distinction of presenting Bagdad with its first 

ever pantomime production. While her husband was 

away, Essie Jennings continued to work the variety 

stage for the Fullers, securing an engagement with 

Bert Le Blanc's Revue Company for a period of time. 

She was with the troupe when they opened the 

company's newly built Majestic Theatre (Newtown) in 

June 1917. Jennings later travelled to India with the 

Voluntary Aid Division. While there she too found an 

opportunity to work the overseas stage, procuring a 

nine month engagement at the Gaiety Theatre in 

Calcutta. Both she and her husband lost a brother each 

during the hostilities, with Gerald's sibling, Max 

Clifton having been killed early in the war, while 

Jennings' brother died only three weeks before the 

armistice. 
 

 

Driver Jim Gerald 
Theatre Sept. 1916, 42. 
(Courtesy of the Mitchell Library) 
 

In late 1918, while waiting in Egypt for his regiment's return to Australia, Gerald received a cable from the Fullers 

offering him the dame role in their Christmas pantomime, Bluebeard. Although his post-war stage debut was a hit, the 

transition to civilian life was not entirely smooth for the comedian. While attending a production of Time Please at the 

Melbourne Tivoli, a few months later Gerald's shell-shocked nerves went awry during a comedy-realistic trench scene 

and he, along with several other returned servicemen, had to be taken away from the theatre in an ambulance. Gerald 

remained in hospital for some six weeks. By late 1919, however, his health had returned to near normal and he began to 

concentrate his energies towards writing and producing his own works. This new aspect of his career was very likely a 

response to filling in time during his extended convalescence, and perhaps not unsurprisingly he found a great deal of 

material in his war experiences. The first of his original material to find popular appeal were a series of sketches which 

he again performed with Jennings. Undoubtedly the most successful was "The New Recruit" (1919). "Originality and 

cleverness mark the sketch," wrote the Theatre reviewer in response to their performance at the Fullers New Theatre 

prior to the second part revusical by Nat Phillips' Stiffy and Mo Revue Company. At times exceptionally funny, 

particularly when Jennings played the military officer to her husband's raw recruit, the sketch also contained a moment 

of pathos when Gerald gave an account of how he lost his pal in the war. "High art indeed is his work in this 

monologue," notes the reviewer (July 1919, 23). Another sketch Gerald made his own around this period was the "letter 

posting act," previously made famous by American Jim Barton. The routine revolved around a drunk's attempts to post 

a letter in the small opening of a postal box. Gerald and Jennings continued to play the Fullers' Australian and New 

Zealand circuit as a vaudeville act though until around 1921, at which time they joined the Walter George Sunshine 

Players ensemble. The troupe at various times also included Amy Rochelle, Harry Ross, Vaude and Verne and two 

performers who would shortly begin to play major roles in Gerald's own company, actor, Reg Hawthorne, and 

actress/dancer/choreographer, Polly McLaren.  

Jim Gerald's Miniature Musical Comedy Company debuted in Newcastle in July 1922 with A Millionaire for a 

Night, opening in Sydney later the next month to rapturous critical acclaim. Along with Gerald, Jennings, Hawthorne 

and McLaren the initial line-up included Lance Vane (Gerald's brother), Ernest Crawford, Howard Hall and Winnie 

Trevail. Later troupe members included: Letty Craydon (1923-24, 1928), Harry Burgess (1927), Amy Rochelle (1928). 

The longest serving members (apart from Essie Jennings) were Lance Vane (8 years), Reg Hawthorne and Ernest 

Crawford (7 years), Howard Hall (6 years), and Polly McLaren (5 years). In starting up his own revusical company 

Gerald was required to write (or adapt) his own works - with this by now being a tradition among Australian revusical 

troupes. Having already been accorded much acclaim for his sketches, this move was not too difficult for him, and 

indeed from around 1922 Gerald began to emerge as one of Australia's more popular writers of one act musical 

comedies. Among his most popular revusicals were: Bare Backs, A Millionaire for a Night, The Tennis Club, Whips 

and Quips, Don't Tell the Wife and arguably his greatest success 1914-1918; Or, For the Duration. Set in three scenes 
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- a military camp, aboard a transport ship, and in the trenches on Armistice Day, the revue's narrative is once again 

drawn from Gerald's wartime experiences, and in this respect was a fleshed out adaptation of 'The Raw Recruit' sketch 

with additional musical sequences. 1914-1918 was to be one of the earliest of productions for Gerald's Miniature 

Musical Comedy Company, and continued to be revived throughout the 1920s.  

Jim Gerald's company played throughout Australia and New Zealand on the Fullers circuit over the next few years 

establishing itself as one of the four leading Australian-based revue troupes - the others being Nat Phillips Stiffy and 

Mo Company, George Wallace's Revue Company and Bert Le Blanc's Travesty Stars. During that decade his seasons in 

any particular location rarely ran for less than six months, with some visits lasting upwards of eight months. Gerald's 

troupe was also the first leading revusical company to regularly utilised its members the first part vaudeville 

entertainment (rather than engaging specialty acts to fill out the bill). This allowed him the opportunity to specialise in a 

variety of performance styles, and very likely helped increase his popularity (if not also reducing the production 

overheads at the same time). One of Gerald's famous solo routines during this period was 'Paddy McGinty's Goat' - the 

text, with accompanying photographs, for this are published in the March 1923 issue of the Theatre (21). He also 

further established his credentials as a writer and director of pantomimes with productions like Little Red Riding Hood 

(1923) and Puss in Boots (1926). Indeed, by 1926 Gerald and members of his revusical company had racked up five 

consecutive Christmas season for the Fullers.  

 In March 1928 Gerald ventured overseas in an attempt to establish his career outside Australia. While in the 

United States he co-wrote and produced several two reel films (one of these, Getting Through, was exhibited as part of 

his Australian stage shows in 1929). He also acted as a buyer on behalf of the Fullers, purchasing a number of ballets 

and revues for the firm. Gerald left America for England, staging a season of revusical on the London stage. When the 

critics panned the show he cut short his stay, returning to Australia in November 1928. From 1929 Gerald moved away 

from the narrative-driven revusicals that had made him a household name around Australia and New Zealand. His new 

style of show, revue, was very much influenced by his observations in America and London the previous year, and 

several critics notes that he also brought with him a number of new ideas in terms of staging - notably the use of lights 

as opposed to scenic art.  

Many of the pantomimes that Gerald produced during the late 1920s/early 1930s were collaborations with the 

Fullers' long-time house writer and composer, Frank Neil. The first of these shows was possibly the 1926 production, 

Puss in Boots, with the last likely to have been Mother Goose in 1934.  By all accounts his most popular revusicals of 

the late 1920s were It's All Yours (1928), The Honeymoon Girl (1928) and Happy Ideas (1929), along with frequent 

revivals of 1914-1918, Barebacks and The Merry Masquerader. The troupe also presented on a number of occasions a 

minstrel revival show (titled either Old Time Minstrel Show or Olde Time Nigger Minstrels). For these shows Gerald 

appeared as one of the comic endmen (Mr Tambo), with the Mr Bones role being played at various times by Reg 

Hawthorne and Max Reddy.
23

 

During these years his company included at various times, Essie Jennings, Reg Hawthorne, Lance Vane, Amy 

Rochelle, Ward Lear Jnr, Letty Craydon and Ron Shand. The troupe left for a six month tour of New Zealand in 

September 1929 on the Tivoli circuit, the first time since he moved from the circus to variety that he did not tour on 

"Fullers' time." Upon returning to Australia the company began a season at the Tivoli Theatre in Melbourne beginning 5 

April. In addition to The Honeymoon Girl Gerald also revived his more popular revusicals (albeit with changes to some 

titles). These included Circus Days (previously Bare Backs), The Naughty Earl (previously Not Likely) and Sport of 

Kings (previously Whips and Quips) Some three months later, on July 17, Gerald was one of a stellar cast of 

performers engaged by the ABC to open its new radio station 2FC.   

Jim Gerald's connection with the national broadcaster continued throughout the late 1930s, although it appears 

that by then Gerald's style of comedy may have become somewhat dated. Sometime around 1938, having temporarily 

retired from the live stage, Gerald formed his own radio production unit, known as Jim Gerald-Lionel Lunn Radio 

Presentations. With its headquarters in Sydney, the company employed such actors as Alex Kellaway and Kath Esler, 

with Sandra Parkes (daughter of George Edwards) as scriptwriter. His first production, a series called Private Jitters 

was sold to a national sponsor and broadcast on relay out of Melbourne four nights a week. He returned to the variety 

stage for one night prior to the premiere of Private Jitters to present the character as part of the Melbourne Tivoli 

Theatre's "Radio Roundup" entertainment. He also presented another radio programme, The After Dinner Show, 

broadcast on the ABC on Saturday nights. Whether Gerald's plans to produce other shows, including a series called 

Baffles the Crazy Detective, went ahead is not known at this stage. In March 1939 his contract with the ABC was up for 

review, but according to correspondence forwarded to Keith Barry (Federal Controller of Music) by W. G. James 

(Federal Programme Controller), a renewal was not on offer. 'I have heard him on a few occasions,' writes James, 'and 

was not very impressed with his work. One or two of his "After Dinner" shows have been quite effective, But I would 

not recommend renewing his contract' (ctd. National Archives of Australia - Jim Gerald; Series SP173/1; No. 

SP173/1/0).   

In 1941, Gerald and fellow ABC favourite Jim Davidson joined the Australian Army, embarking for the Middle 

East on 1 September. Commissioned as an honorary Lieutenant Colonel, Gerald was given command of the AIF's 

Entertainment Unit, and based himself out of Tel Aviv. With his vast experience in the variety industry he quickly 

organised (Captain) Davidson's 40-strong band and several professional artists who specially enlisted from Australia, 

and was given authority to recruit any soldier already serving in the Middle East who had entertainment skills (but who 

was not deployed in key military areas). Some personnel had already seen fighting in Libya, Greece and Crete. This all-

                                                           
23  See for example: Fullers' Theatre, Syd (30 Jan. - 12 Feb. 1926);  Tivoli Theatre, Melb (7-13 June 1930);  and Tivoli Theatre, Melb (7-13 July 

1934). 
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digger troupe (apart from 20 female refugees, including seven Palestian chorus girls) numbered over a hundred, and 

gave shows comprising traditional revue and vaudeville acts - including singing, dancing, juggling, acrobatics, comedy 

sketches and patterology, and trick cycling. The troupe was also complimented by a backstage production crew of set 

and costume designers, transport, properties, and lighting and sound technicians. Utilising a three-ton mobile transport 

vehicle the unit could set up almost anywhere, and often played to upwards of 5,000 soldiers. His first production at 

Gaza was All in Fun, which according to reports was met with rapturous applause. A letter from a soldier, published in 

the ABC Weekly, claims that Gerald's shows were "by the far the biggest and best... just like a very good Tivoli show at 

home" (25 July 1942, 18). Some other shows staged were: Dad and Dave, The Youth Show, Amateur Hour, and 

Inspector Scott. The unit was also able to arrange for the broadcasting of popular radio programmes to all hospitals in 

the Middle East, and several camps stationed on the coast road in North Africa. Soon after establishing the 

Entertainment Unit Gerald put together a number of smaller and faster units formed from the main body, and over the 

next 18 months these troupes presented shows during the Syrian campaign, playing places anywhere between Tobruk 

and the Turkish front line. They routinely visited frontline troupes under fire, presenting their entertainment in caves, 

trenches and storehouses. Late in the war the original Entertainment Unit was redeployed to New Guinea. 

Gerald returned to Australia in October 1942 following a recurrence of malaria which he contracted while in 

Syria. After having transferred to the retired list in December he once again took to the variety stage. One of his first 

shows was the revue, Stripped for Action, staged on the Tivoli circuit in early 1943. Gerald maintained a presence on 

the stage up until the 1960s, when he was aged in his seventies. In 1954, during the Korean conflict he even wrote 

directly to Prime Minister, Robert Menzies offering to tour his own concert party through Korea and Japan. The offer 

was later gently turned down by the Minister for the Army, James Francis (ctd. National Archives of Australia - Series 

MO927/2; No. A12/1/170). Some of the more well-known productions Gerald appeared in during the last decade of his 

career were Ladies Night in a Turkish Bath, first staged in 1951, and revived for a Brisbane season in 1958 (Her 

Majesty's Theatre, 8 Sept.) ; The Good Old Days, which co-starred George Wallace, Queenie Paul and Maurice 

Colleano (Theatre Royal, Sydney, 20 Sept. 1957); and Many Happy Returns, which included among others Gladys 

Moncrieff, Queenie Paul, George Wallace Jnr and the Toppanos (Empire Theatre, Sydney, 28 Jan. 1959). After retiring 

he and his wife Essie moved to the Mornington Peninsula. When Essie died in 19169 he moved into a nearby nurisng 

home, dying some two years later on 2 March, 1971. 

Regarded as one of the four leading Australian comics of the great vaudeville and revue era, along with Roy Rene, 

Nat Phillips, Bert Le Blanc and George Wallace, it has been said that Jim Gerald differed from his competitors in that 

he was much more of an internationalist, preferring not to be too parochial in his settings and stories. While there may 

be some element of truth in this claim, it was more than likely a result of Gerald having spent his formative years 

overseas. His perception of what constituted Australianness would therefore have been shaped differently than those 

who had lived here all there lives (or like who like Nat Phillips had left the country for extended periods later in their 

life). This criticism that Gerald's shows were insufficiently Australian appears to have been levelled at the comedian by 

academics and historians writing in latter half of the twentieth century. There is certainly no evidence available in 

reviews or historical insights from the period that this was an issue of concern for Gerald's popular culture audience 

base. Indeed, there is no indication that either the audiences or critics considered his revusicals as being of an 

"imported" kind. Although a number of his revues were set in overseas locations (he also found a niche specialising in 

the spoofing of foreign names), this was by no means uncommon during the revusical era. Nat Phillips and George 

Wallace also set several of their works in overseas locations.  

It has also been claimed that Gerald did not write his own scripts (Chance 243), which is clearly erroneous. 

Numerous references to Gerald being the author of his shows can be found through primary sources such as newspapers 

and industry magazines. Notable, for example, is Gerald's the routinely-mentioned wartime experiences having been the 

source of inspiration for 1914-1918 ; Or, For the Duration and 'The New Recruit'. Other sources indicating Gerald's 

authorship of particular works include a review of Step This Way, published in the Theatre in 1926, which reads: "When 

Jim rests from acting, singing and dancing on the boards he presumably spends his leisure in writing scripts, which in 

turn gave him ample work as a producer. When he sleeps one can only guess... Step This Way is a capital specimen of 

the Gerald type of revue" (June 1926, 13). As early as 1923 Gerald was also creating original pantomimes for the 

Fullers. The first was Little Red Riding Hood, which the Sydney Morning Herald records was 'written and produced by 

Mr Jim Gerald' (24 Dec. 1923, 6). See also Gerald's advertised bills in Fuller News (ca.1922) which similarly indicate 

that he was the author of his shows. 

What set Gerald apart from most other comedians, aside from George Wallace, and helped establish him as one of 

Australia's great comedians and pantomime dames, was his remarkable gift for physical comedy. At the other end of 

the extreme, however, was his comedic delivery - essentially in the droll style. His performances therefore created a 

sense of paradox, the heightened physicality of his acrobatics and devil-may-care stage craft juxtaposed with his quaint, 

laid-back characterisations. As a performer he appears to have also refrained from delving into vulgarity, a factor which 

won him much approval as a wholesome comedian.  

        One other factor that helped establish and maintain Gerald's long-term success was his ability to select the right 

combination of character actors to support his comic material. In this respect he, like Phillips, Le Blanc and Wallace, 

surrounded himself with the right mix of professionalism, looks and talent, thus making the productions fresh and 

seemingly spontaneous. Among the key personnel were: his wife Essie Jennings and his brother Lance Vane, along 

with Ernest Crawford, Howard Hall, Reg Hawthorne (ex-J.C. Williamson musical comedy actor), Polly McLaren, 

Mona Thomas, and in later years Harry Burgess, Dan Weldon, Tommy Dale (ex-Dale and Barling), Amy Rochelle, 

Letty Craydon and Ron Shand. Choreographer, dancer and soubrette, Polly McLaren, was another significant factor in 



 

 779 

 

 

the troupe's popularity between 1922 and ca. 1926, with her name given prominence in many of the published reviews 

during that period.  
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS:   

THE NEW RECRUIT [comic sketch with music]  Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] 
(1919); BARE BACKS (aka CIRCUS DAYS) [revusical] Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. 

[n/e] (1922); MILLIONAIRE FOR A NIGHT  [revusical]  Txt. Jim Gerald; 

Mus. [n/e] (1922); 1914-1918; OR FOR THE DURATION  [revusical] Txt. 
Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1922);  OH, MUM  [revusical]  Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. 

[n/e] (1922) IT'S ALL YOURS [revusical]  Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] 1922); 

THE TENNIS CLUB  [revusical] Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. Jim Gerald and Norm 
Byron (1922); WHIPS AND QUIPS (aka SPORT OF KINGS / I DON'T WANT 

TO BE A JOCKEY) [revusical] Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1922); RIGHT 

HERE [revusical]  Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1922); THE MERRY 

MASQUERADER [revusical] Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1923); STEP 

THIS WAY [revusical]  Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1923); LITTLE RED 

RIDING HOOD [pantomime] Lib. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1923); DON'T 

TELL THE WIFE (aka MUM'S THE WORD) [revusical]  Txt. Jim Gerald; 

Mus. [n/e] (1924); NIGHTS OF JOY (aka (K)NIGHTS OF JOY, JOYOUS 

NIGHTS) [revusical]  Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1924);  YOUR OWN 

SHOW (aka FAREWELL SYDNEY / GOODBYE SYDNEY / REQUEST WEEK / 

SO LONG CUSTOMERS) [revue]  Txt Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1924); 

TROUBLES OF HECTOR [revusical] Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1926); 
BUBBLE AND SQUEAK (aka A WHIRL OF YOUTH, A WHIRL OF JOY) 

[revusical]  Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1926);  ONCE ABOARD A 

LUGGER  (aka A WAY WE HAVE IN THE NAVY) [revusical]  Txt. Jim 
Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1926); THE NAUGHTY HUSBAND (aka HONEYMOON 

TROUBLES) [revusical]  Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1926);  NOT LIKELY 

(aka THE NAUGHTY EARL) [revusical]  Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1926);  

PUSS IN BOOTS  [pantomime]  Lib. Frank Neil  and Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] 

(1926); PANTOMIME REVELS [revue]  Txt Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1927); 
HAPPY IDEAS [revusical] Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1929); IT ENDED 

IN SPAIN  (aka THE STOLEN GARTER) [revusical] Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. 

[n/e] (1933); HE'S IN AGAIN [revusical] Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1933);  
THE GINK FROM GEORGIA [revusical] Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] 

(1933);  A MOORISH MAID [revusical] Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1933);  

JOYBELLS [revue]  Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1934); HAPPY HOURS 

[revue]  Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1934); MOTHER GOOSE  [pantomime] 

Lib. Frank Neil and Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1934); THE MIXED BRIDES 

 
 

Jim Gerald "The Dame" 
Green Room Dec. 1922, 5. 

(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, University of Qld) 

[revusical] Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1934); BROADWAY NIGHTS [revusical]  Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1934);  HIS LUCKY DAY 

[revusical]  Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1934); COME UP AND SEE US [revusical]  Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1934);THE PLUMBER'S 

DREAM [revusical]  Txt. Jim Gerald; Mus. [n/e] (1934). 

 
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

Brodsky, Isadore. Sydney Takes the Stage (1963), 29. 

Chance, Victoria. "Jim Gerald." CTTA: (1995), 243. 
Fuller News Pantomime Souvenir 1921-1922.  Dec/Jan. (1921/22), v. pags. 

"Gerald Leaves March 31." E: 22 Feb. (1928), 46. 

"New Musical Comedy Co: Jim Gerald Chief Comedian." FN: 15 July 1922, 12. 
Norman, Charles.  When Vaudeville was King. (1984), 182-3, 224-8. 

X-Ray. "Month in Vaudeville, The."  TT: Feb. (1919), 28. 

 

  

 

EDWARD A. GLOVER 
   

Comedian, actor, writer, songwriter. Little information is known about the life and career of comic specialty artist 

and occasional writer of musical burlesques, Edward A. Glover (often billed simply as E. A. Glover).  As a "refined and 

entertaining mimic and humorist," his specialties included "Panel Photographs" and "Impersonations of Peculiar 

People" (SMH: 23 June 1888, 2). He is also believed to have written comedy songs for both himself and other 

performer. 

It is possible that Glover had a stable or regular connection with Melbourne during his early career in Australia as 

his name appears several times in advertising in that city over the period 1876 to 1888. His first known appearance was 

during the US Minstrels season at Melbourne's Apollo Hall (beginning 15 Apr. 1876). Advertising for this "special 

engagement" saw him billed as "the celebrated London Comique, "and also indicates that his act included new and 

original comic songs. His name is next identified with a People's Concerts entertainment staged on 28 October 1878 at 

the Fitzroy Town Hall.
24

 Eight years later he appeared as Augustus Mountcashel, a broker and merchant, in a 

production of A Ruined Life, which was produced at the Alexandra Theatre (Melb) by Goodrich and Crawford 

beginning 30 October 1886.   

                                                           
24  Staged under the management of the Total Abstinence Society, Melbourne's People's Concerts were temporarily relocated to the Fitzroy Town 
Hall around October 1878 while alterations were being carried out to Temperance Hall, Russell Street. 
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Glover began his association with Frank M. Clark in late 1887 or early 1888, appearing with the variety 

entrepreneur's Silk Stockings Company at Melbourne's Victoria Hall and later at the Academy of Music (Syd) with 

Clark's New All Star Combination. Glover's employment with the latter troupe began sometime around June and lasted 

through until at least December that same year. According to the Sydney Morning Herald of 2 January 1888, his panel 

photographs (accompanied by jokes, witticisms and songs) included "The Masher," "The Spinster" and "The After-

Dinner Speech Maker" (2). Glover is also believed to have written several farces and musical burlesques for Clark. 

Because the authorship of second part burlesques and farces of the period were frequently unacknowledged, it is unclear 

as to how many works Glover contributed to the companies he was employed with. One piece known to have been 

written by him, however, was the burlesque Boozed, first staged at the Victoria Hall in February 1888. A satire on 

Charles Reade's social drama Drink, which was then being staged by Williamson, Garner and Musgrove at the Theatre 

Royal, Boozed loosely follows the incidents of the original while including songs and dance for added satirical effect. 

Another work likely to have been written or arranged by Glover was the farce, The Bushrangers, which Clark's New 

All Star Combination presented at the Academy of Music from 22 December 1888.  

E. A. Glover's last known whereabouts are as manager for George Barr at the Haymarket Music Hall in Sydney 

around the late 1880s. Advertising in 1889 indicates that he was also involved in performance (see for example SMH 26 

Jan. 1889, 2).  
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 
BOOZED  [burlesque]  Txt. Edward A. Glover; Mus. [n/e] (1888). 

 

 

 

MARTYN HAGAN 
 

Comic, singer, dancer, interlocutor, pantomime dame, sketch artist, stage manager, manager, 
entrepreneur, writer. Martyn Hagan's early career (c1880-1890) saw him associated with the Victoria 
Hall (Syd), Hiscocks Federal Minstrels, John F. Sheridan, Rose Clifford's Bohemian Musical Comedy 

Co, the Faust Family and Frank Smith. In 1888 he also teamed up with Perry Ryan and Charlie 
Fanning to form the XLCR Minstrel and Burlesque Company (1888). Another troupe, Hagan, Buckley 
and Leston's Minstrels, opened at the Protestant Hall (Syd) in 1889. During the early 1890s Hagan 
worked for Dan Tracey, George Rignold, George Coppin, the Up-to-Date Minstrel and Specialty Co, 

Harry Barrington and Williamson and Musgrove. From around 1895 he and his wife Lucy Fraser 
toured a society sketch act with various organisations including the McLean/Hagan Gaiety 
Company. Their first engagement with Harry Rickards was in 1897. Hagan and Fraser operated 
various companies in Perth ca.1898/99 (including one with W. H. "Billy" Speed) and toured New 

Zealand with the Martyn Hagan Musical Comedy Co (1901) and Percy Dix (1903-04), and appeared 
with Frank M. Clark (ca.1905) and the People's Concerts in Melbourne (ca.1910-11). Hagan and 
Fraser left Australia in 1912, spending the next 18 years working on variety circuits around the 
world, including the UK, USA and Asia. Three sons, Vic, Will and Jack also established long careers 

in the entertainment industry (both in Australia and overseas). Hagan and Fraser returned to 
Australia in 1929 still as variety performers. They are believed to have retired from fulltime 
engagements sometime during the early 1930s. 

 

 The Brisbane Courier writes of Martyn Hagan's 1895 appearance as one of the ugly sisters in the J. C. Williamson 

pantomime, Cinderella: "Mr Hagan is an old friend, and as such, as well as for his ability, he was warmly received. The 

facial distortion with which he illustrated his songs and tells his stories is a faculty possessed by few" (BC: 24 May 

1895, 5). Although only three of Hagan's engagements in Brisbane have been found to date - these being at the School 

of Arts (1880), the Academy of Music (1886) and Gaiety Theatre (1893), the reference to "old friend" suggests that he 

had very likely visited the Queensland capital on more occasions over the years, as he did in most other centres around 

the country. While Hagan's name does not register in any current history of Australian theatre there is no doubt that he 

was well-known throughout Australia during the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries. His name, as well as that of his wife 

Lucy Fraser, is well documented in the country's regional and metropolitan newspapers between 1885 and 1900 - not 

only as a performer but also as an occasional manager/entrepreneur. Even though their career details are less known 

after 1904, it has been reported that the couple were still performing overseas up until 1929. With Fraser's name first 

identified on a variety bill in 1879 and Hagan's in 1880, it can be further established that the pair spent 50 or more years 

on the stage, with at least 18 of those years overseas. In briefly recounting their careers following the Hagans' return to 

Australia just before Christmas 1929, Everyone's even refers to them as having once been Tivoli favourites. It is 

perhaps of no surprise, either, that as fulltime professional variety artists they were forced to raise their family within a 

travelling show business environment. Indeed, three sons, Vic, Jack and Will, continued to work in the entertainment 

industry well into their adulthood.   

 The career of Martyn Hagan typifies the ingenuity, perseverance and talent of so many local variety practitioners 

of the pre-1930s era. While some of his peers may have reached greater heights and received more recognition, few 

lasted on the stage for as many years as he and his wife. In a time when there was no social security to fall back on, the 

Hagans managed to ride out even the depression years in Australia and have enough enthusiasm for their craft to travel 

the world for almost two decades competing for employment against the best variety artists of their time. Hagan's 

longevity may well be down to the fact that he could turn his hand to all manner of entertainment genres over the course 

of his career, while also carving out a reputation as stage manager, business manager, company leader and entrepreneur. 

Although possibly best remembered by his contemporaries as one of the country's leading sketch artists, which he 
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performed with Lucy Fraser, Hagan also specialised in Irish singing (on broad comedy lines). In this respect the Theatre 

proposed in 1916 that Hagan was also one of the best Irish comedians Australia had seen (Oct. 1916, 45). During the 

mid-to-late 1890s, too, he and his wife were accorded much acclaim through their pantomime performances, which saw 

them engaged by no less than Williamson and Musgrove, George Coppin and Harry Rickards to play dame and 

principle boy roles.  

 The first record of Martyn Hagan appearing on the variety stage to date is at a benefit held at the Brisbane School 

of Arts, in which a production of Brisbane after Dark was staged.  Lucy Fraser, on the other hand is known to have 

already been engaged by Samuel Lazar at the Theatre Royal (Syd) in Dec. 1879, and the following year by Kelly and 

Leon at the Opera House (Syd). It was with Kelly and Leon that she appeared in the Sydney season of Marcus Clarke's 

controversial burlesque, The Happy Land (31 Jan.). Over the next decade Fraser is known to have worked for a number 

of leading variety organisations including the Cottier's Peoples' Concerts (Protestant Hall, Syd ca. 1885), Frank Smith 

(Alhambra Music Hall, Syd, ca.1885-86), George Barr (Haymarket Music Hall, Syd, 1888), H. Florack's Federal 

Minstrels (Haymarket Theatre, Syd, 1889) and George Rignold (Her Majesty's, Syd, 1889). During her time with 

Florack's Minstrels, Fraser worked alongside the cream of local variety talent, namely Harry Clay, Beaumont Read, 

George Turner, J. S. Porter, Edward Lawler, Frank York and Sam Keenan. Although she is known to have worked with 

Martyn Hagan at least as early as 1888 (with Ryan, Fanning and Hagen's XLCR Co and at the Haymarket Theatre under 

George Barr), they only occasionally appeared on the same bills during the early 1890s. From 1895, however, the 

names Hagan and Fraser are almost always linked. 

 In 1881, following on from his Brisbane engagement at the School of Arts, Martyn Hagan took up an engagement 

at the Victorian Hall in Sydney, continuing on there into 1882. During his time at the Victoria Hall he appeared in a 

wide variety of productions including burlesque pantomimes (Aladdin and Company Ltd, 1881) and opera (Ages Ago, 

1882). His employment duties also included that of stage manager. By September 1885 his emerging reputation earned 

him a start with F. E. Hiscocks Federal Minstrels during the company's season at the Academy of Arts (Syd). Over the 

next few years Hagan furthered his career prospects by securing engagements in Sydney with John F. Sheridan (Gaiety, 

ca. June 1886), Frank M. Clark (1887-88) with whom he was also engaged as stage manager, and Rose Clifford's 

Bohemian Musical Comedy Company (Academy of Arts, ca. May 1888). With Clifford's company he appeared in a 

production of Lance Lenton's musical entertainment, High Jinx (19 May). Another engagement during this period was 

with Edwin Palmer's Seven Stars Company, which opened at the Academy of Music in Brisbane on 1 January 1886. 

Hagan, who had been appearing at the same venue under lessees Smith and Duval during the previous months, was cast 

in Palmer's opening production Nine Points of the Law (a comedietta by Tom Taylor). The Brisbane Courier notes of 

his performance as Redoment Rollingstock: "Mr Martyn Hagan showed a distinct improvement upon any previous 

appearance he has made in Brisbane. His impersonation was not faultless but there is evidence in his acting of careful 

study" (2 Jan. 1886, 5). 

 The first of Hagan's known entrepreneurial endeavours uncovered to date was in mid-1888 when he joined forces 

with Perry Ryan (ex-F. M. Clark) and Charlie Fanning to form the XLCR Minstrel and Burlesque Company. The 

company season at Sydney's Protestant Hall included artists such as Lucy Fraser and Charles and Will Bovis. By the 

end of October both Hagan and Fanning were on the opening bill of George Barr's Haymarket Theatre (Syd) season, 

with Hagan again employed as performer/stage manager. Also in that company were well-known music director, Herr 

Von der Medhren, Lucy Fraser and Frank York. As specialist sketch and farce actors Fanning, Hagan, Fraser and York 

appeared regularly in the company's finales, which included for example the popularly-received "Going Home in a 

Barrel" (27 Oct.).  

 In late 1889 Hagan formed a company to play a season at the Darlinghurst Hall (Syd). Among the star-studded 

company were Slade Murray, Steve Adson, Alf Lawton, Herr Von der Medhren, James R. Walsh (ex-Walsh and King), 

Will Bovis, Alf Edwards and the Faust Family. As stage manager and interlocutor his role was very much a leading one 

despite the high profile reputations held by the others in the company. The following year Hagan was engaged by Frank 

Smith to open his burlesque and comedy season at the Royal Standard (Syd, 5 Apr). The company's premiere 

production was John F. Sheridan's Fun on the Bristol, with Hagan starring as Captain Cranbury. He would regularly 

revive the production himself over the course of the next ten years, specialising in the famous Widow O'Brien role. 

With Hagan in that company was former business partner Perry Ryan, then working an act called The Ryans (with his 

wife Lulu). 

 Among the highlights of Hagan's next five year period were his appearances with Dan Tracey, George Rignold 

and Williamson and Musgrove's pantomime company. During this period he and Lucy Fraser often appeared on the 

same bills, but do not seem to have been working as regular on-stage partners. With Tracey in 1891, Hagan specialised 

in burlesque productions, a number of which were written or adapted by Percy St John (including Black-Eyed Susan, 

Cinderella and Faust Up-to-Date). The company around this time included, Lucy Fraser, Harry Clay, Frank York, Ida 

Tauchert (soon to be wife of Jack Kearns), Alf M. Hazlewood, English variety star, Tom Sadler, Wal Rockley, the 

Leslie Brothers, Bertha Fanning and Professor T. W. Rhodes (music director). At the end of the year Hagan joined 

Maggie Moore, Frank Ayrton, Joe Tolano (Nat Phillips' uncle), the Leslie Brothers, George P. Carey and Frank 

Harcourt in staging Babes in the Wood for George Rignold at Her Majesty's (Syd). The Rignold pantomime season was 

followed by an engagement with the Oriental Minstrel and Specialty Company from around February. Hagan was again 

in exulted company, performing songs, specialty acts and farces with Hosea Easton, Fred Dark and J. S. Porter. 

Headline artists during the company's season at the Sydney Opera House included The Fausts (Feb.) and Slade Murray 

(Mar.). A few months later Hagan took up an offer to appear with Up-to-Date Minstrel Company at the Gaiety (Bris), 

alongside Slade Murray, Edwin Shipp and George A. Jones (ca. May), and by year's end he was once again performing 
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pantomime, this time in George Coppin's Sinbad the Sailor (1893/94).  After a season with Harry Barrington at the 

Alhambra Music Hall (beginning Aug.), Hagan accepted an offer from Williamson and Musgrove to appear in their in 

their 1894 pantomime Cinderella (Lyceum, Syd). Also in the cast was Lucy Fraser. 

 In early 1895, following the Sydney season of Cinderella, Hagan and Fraser were booked by Williamson and 

Musgrove to tour the pantomime around Australia, taking on the principal boy and dame roles (see Brisbane ca. June). 

In later years a contributor to the Theatre recalls their time with Williamson and Musgrove, but mentions instead 

Sinbad the Sailor (which may be the result of faulty memory as no evidence has been found of them appearing in that 

production). The writer does note, however, that the company toured all the leading towns and cities of Australia over a 

period of many months – which more aptly describes the Cinderella tour (Nov. 1916, 52). Coming off their Williamson 

and Musgrove engagement Hagan and Fraser spent the second half of 1895 in Sydney playing a season with York and 

Jones at the Empire Theatre and Bondi and Coogee aquariums. They then toured Queensland and elsewhere with the 

McLean and Hagen Gaiety Company over 1896 and 1897 prior to securing a dual contract with Harry Rickards. 

 Although only a few of Hagan and Fraser's Rickards appearances have been identified to date there are several 

reports in later years which indicate they had a much longer association with him. The first of their known engagements 

at the Tivoli (Syd) was in April 1897. They followed this with a season at his Melbourne base, the Opera House (ca. 

June). They were again at the Sydney Tivoli from March 1898 after having played a brief season at the Bijou (Melb) as 

principal boy and dame in a Robinson Crusoe Christmas pantomime. The Tivoli season saw Hagan star as Dame 

Hubbard in Jack the Giant Killer (22 Mar.). Rickards then sent the pair on tour to Western Australia in April, along 

with the popular acrobatic duo Albert McKisson and Jack Kearns (along with Kearns' wife, Ida Tauchert). The Western 

Australia circuit included the Cremorne Gardens, Perth, and the Murchison goldfields. One review from their time with 

Rickards records: 
 

Mr Martyn Hagan and Miss Lucy Fraser proved themselves admirable society sketch artists. They provided 

enjoyable diversion in the programme by rendering their popular "Naming the Baby" sketch, as an encore to 

which they gave "The Bogie Medley." The audience was most liberal in the applause it bestowed on these 

favourites ("Cremorne Theatre" 3). 
 

After ending their engagement with Rickards, Hagan and Fraser temporarily settled in the state putting together a 

number of companies that specialised in various forms of variety. These included the Hagan and Fraser Variety 

Company (New Pavilion Theatre, Fremantle ca. July), the Musette Musical Comedy Company (Bijou, Fremantle ca. 

Aug.), a reformed XLCR Burlesque and Specialty troupe, which included Billy Speed and George A. Jones (Bijou, 

Fremantle), the Hagan and Speed Company (Ye Olde Englyshe Fayre, Fremantle, ca. Nov) and the Martyn Hagan 

Company (Theatre Royal ca. Dec.). With Billy Speed they staged traditional vaudeville as well as a number of more 

expansive productions, including the comedies A Cup of Tea, One Night's Rest (written by Speed), and The Widow 

O'Brien's Trip to Chicago (19 Nov.). The popularity of the company was assured, too, through the presence of several 

well-known Australian performers - not the least being W. B. Warner. A West Australian theatre critic writes of Hagan's 

performance in their combined adaptation of John F. Sheridan's famous works (Fun on the Bristol and A Trip to 

Chicago): 
 

In the title role Mr Martyn Hagan gave further testimony of his versatility, and proved he had merited the 

eulogiums passed upon him in his representations of the eccentricities of the garrulous widow, and the local hits 

were thoroughly enjoyed (21 Nov. 1898, 12). 
 

After having spent several months together Hagan and Fraser parted company with Billy Speed during the first week of 

December. Although the couple are known to have remained in Western Australia at least until early 1899, no details 

have yet been located concerning their whereabouts until 1901, and indeed specific details from that period on have 

become harder to find. 

 Martyn Hagan's Musical Comedy Company is known to have toured New Zealand in early 1901, a tour which 

included the Federal Theatre, Wellington ca. January.  "Hamer," a contributor to the Theatre's December 1916 issue 

notes that at this time, however, they were doing the 'smalls' and faring much less well that they deserved. "Things were 

occasionally so bad," he writes, "they had to be a juggle the fares." Hamer goes on the record: 
 

On one of these occasions an actor recently in Sydney (being the unfortunate member who drew the blank ballot 

to see who was to do without a ticket) had to dodge the ticket collector by doing a long journey in the lavatory of 

the train. At another time the old man of the company was induced - the bribe being bottled beer, and the 

alternative being left behind - to travel in a piano case…. On another occasion (a sea trip from Russell to Thames) 

Martyn hurried the company on board at the last minute and explained about the absence of fare money 

afterwards. It was adjusted by an arrangement about the house-takings at Thames. Although Hagan had some 

disastrous experiences he must have been a good tutor, for at least two of the young New Zealanders who served 

an apprenticeship with him have made good in America" ("Hard Up" 55). 
 

Despite the hardships they encountered Hagan and Fraser were aware that their future livelihood required them to put 

on good shows. Evidence of their professionalism can be seen by the fact that Percy Dix, the leading variety 

entrepreneur in New Zealand around the turn of the century later engaged them to tour (1903/04). Back in Australia in 

1905 they were secured by Frank M. Clark to play a season at his Gaiety Theatre (Melb), along with their son Jack. 

While Jack is known to have been re-engaged by Clark around November that same year, and appeared under Harry 

Rickards at the Melbourne Opera House in late 1909 (see 2 Oct.), no further details have yet been found on Hagan or 
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Fraser regarding their careers in Australia until 1910 - apart from Lucy Fraser's name being included in the 1905 

Imperial Music Annual. This was in recognition of her rendition of the song, "Goodbye and God Bless You, Kathleen" 

(SMH: 7 Oct. 1905, 2).  

In 1911, shortly before the couple departed for overseas Martyn Hagan appeared in Bland Holt's film, The Double 

Event, which was produced by Amalgamated Pictures. Hagan and Fraser's last Australian appearances found so far 

include the People's Concerts in Melbourne in February 1910 and April 1911 (the latter engagement saw Fraser sing by 

special demand "The Young Brigade" while Hagan performed "The Irish M.P."). Three months later they appeared as 

the headline act for several weeks under James Brennan's management at the Theatre Royal (Brisbane) with son, Jack. 

The season was billed as their last before they departed Australia on 31 July.   

Of their children it has been established that Jack's career between 1905 and 1912 saw him engaged by Ted 

Holland (1905), Harry Rickards (1909-11), William Anderson (1909-10), James Brennan (1911) and the Fullers (1912).  

His engagement with Anderson included an Australian tour with the entrepreneur's pantomime, The Babes in the Wood 

(in the role of Simple Simon). One of their other sons, Vic is also known to have appeared with Roy Rene in the 1910 J. 

C. Williamson production of The Whip (see Mo Memoirs 40-1).  

In July 1915 the Theatre reported the whereabouts of the Hagen family via one of the Fullers' American agents, 

Roy D. Murphy, who mentioned in a letter to the magazine that they had performed in Chicago around late April and 

that they had been in America by then for several years" (38). Although it has been established that Vic was associated 

with his parents for many years as they toured America and the United Kingdom, it is not yet clear if Jack followed 

them, and if so when and for how long. 

The ephemeral nature of popular culture celebrity can be demonstrated in the situation of Martyn Hagan and Lucy 

Fraser. Despite having built formidable reputations in the country over two decades, a mere four years after their 

departure from Australia in 1912 the Theatre magazine received a communication from one of its readers then residing 

in England. The substance of the letter was to question the authenticity of many "so called" Australian performers who 

seemed to be cropping up on the boards of the principal vaudeville theatres of England and American. "I say so-called, 

the writer argues, "for the majority of the names are quite unfamiliar…but still they come!" Among the names 

mentioned was Martyn Hagan. "I do not wish to do Mr Hagan an injustice," he went on, but does any Theatre reader, I 

wonder know of this comedian who has [supposedly] made a name for himself in Australia. I confess I don't" (Oct. 

1916, 45). The magazine's theatre critic confirmed that the couple had indeed left Australia around 1912 and that as of 

October they were performing in London. "That they are still able to make an honest crust on the stage is I consider a 

fine tribute to their personal character and professional ability." The critic also pointed out that not only were Hagan and 

Fraser "Australians in the truest sense of the word [but] that to thousands in Australia their names are as well-known as 

those of J. C. Williamson and Harry Rickards - or Hugh D. McIntosh and Chidley" (ibid, 45). Another contributor, J.G. 

concurred with this assessment, claiming that "it would be hard to find bona fide Australian artists who are better 

known than Martyn Hagan and Lucy Fraser… there were no more popular performers than these two a few decades 

ago" (Nov. 1916, 52).  Although the "Does Anyone Know Them" letter allowed additional light came to bear on 

Hagan's past and present movements, the issue demonstrates how easily variety performers' career achievements could 

disappear from the public and historical record once they ceased their careers in the country.  

 In late 1929 Martyn Hagan, Lucy Fraser, their son Vic and his wife Edna arrived back in Australia after some 18 

years touring the world variety circuits. In noting that the quartet would be presenting an Irish sketch called "Back in 

Old Tyrone," Everyone's reported on the return of these "old Rickards favourites:" 
 

During his absence abroad, Martyn Hagan toured nearly every vaudeville circuit in America and England, not 

forgetting a trip or two across to the Malay States. Back in his native country, where he will probably reside 

permanently, he finds the show business not just the same show business as in 1912 but anticipates that it will 

adjust itself in due course, and reiterates other prominent showmen recently returned from abroad by saying that 

in time the talkie vogue will subside, as in other countries (4 Dec. 1929, 48). 
 

Of their son, Vic, Everyone's records that he had returned to Australia some two years previous for a short time to 

recuperate after having suffered a recurrence of health problems the result of been severely gassed during the First 

World War. According to the interview he had served with two of his brothers in the Canadian forces (all three of them 

having been engaged in the theatre near the Canadian border at the time war broke out). He also indicates that he was 

extremely disappointed that none of the brothers were allowed to join their Australian compatriots even though at one 

stage all were posted to London, and that another brother, who survived his war experience without a scratch, was killed 

in a car accident en route to an Armistice Day celebration. Despite his health problems Vic Hagan still managed to 

carve out a career in variety for at least two decades after the war, touring the world with his parents and on his own.  

Of his career, Hagan notes that he had toured India with a musical comedy company which went over well despite 

having to adapt the story and dialogue for the Hindu speaking audience. His arrival back in Australia was also the first 

opportunity he had had to sing in an Australian radio broadcast. 
 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 

"Cremorne Theatre: Re-Appearance of Rickards' Tivoli Company." WA: 11 July (1898), 3. 
"Does Anyone Know The?" TT: Oct. (1916), 45. 

"Hagan's - Early Doings, The."  TT: Nov. (1916), 52. 

"Hard-Up Hagans, The." TT: Dec. 1916, 55. 
"Opera House, Cinderella, The."  BC: 24 May (1895), 5. 

Rene, Roy. Mo's Memoir's (1943), 40-1. 

"Round the World in 18 Years." E: 4 Dec. (1929), 48. 
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NAT HANLEY   
 

English-born comedian, musician, revue writer, company leader. The earliest of Nat Hanley's 
engagements found to date are in 1914 when he appeared on bills for Dix-Baker, J. C. Bain and 

Harry Clay. As a solo performer his act often included whistling and impersonations while playing 
the piano. Throughout his career he also partnered other well-known artists, including Jack "Porky" 
Kearns and Arthur Elliott. Hanley produced revues for Andy Kerr at the Gaiety Theatre (Syd) in 1919 
and was a member of Reg Thornton's K-Nut troupe between 1919 and 1921. His own Nat Hanley 

Revue Company operated between 1922 and 1924, and he appeared with Fullers Fantastics 
Company in 1924. He was also briefly a member of the George Wallace Revue Company (1924). He 
returned to running his own company - Nat Hanley's Zigzag Revue Company around 1926-ca. 1928), 
touring Australia and New Zealand for Fullers. The Nat Hanley Revue Company appeared on Clay's 

and Union Pictures circuits around 1929. 
  

While little is known of cockney pianist and comedian Nathaniel Hanley prior to 1914, it is clear that by that year 

he had established a considerable reputation on the Australian variety stage. Several references to Hanley being a 

"yiddisher," combined with the fact that he did not perform a traditional Hebrew comedy turn (a la Julian Rose and Roy 

Rene, for example) indicate that his cultural background was Jewish.  As to when Hanley arrived in Australia, this also 

remains unknown, although it can be surmised that it was probably early to mid-1914. What is more clear, however, is 

that his stage act mostly involved piano playing (which he performed to much renown in white gloves), comic 

monologues and whistling. Advertisements in Australian Variety circa July 1914 refer to Hanley "and a piano (that's 

all)," while also promoting him as "the originator of whistling while smoking one to eight cigarettes" (29 July 1914, 6). 

Indeed throughout his career the two most common descriptions are: "the man with the white gloves" and "the original 

whistling pianist." The Theatre magazine noted in 1919, too: "Nat Hanley's strong card is his whistling. With this he 

captivates the entire house" (Oct. 1991, 29). The following month it said of Hanley, "[he] is a very versatile comedian. 

Most entertaining is he at the piano, and in addition he gives a well-sustained, remarkably good representation of an 

ape" (28).   

 Hanley's earliest recorded theatrical engagements in Australia are those with Dix and Baker at the Victoria 

Theatre (Newcastle) in June 1914. The following month he was with J. C. Bain at the Princess Theatre (Sydney), before 

again returning to the Dix-Baker circuit in August. He is believed to have remained with them up until at least the end 

of the year. One item of interest concerning Hanley's season at the Victoria relates to a celebrity boxing match between 

the pianist and fellow comic/singer, Arthur Farrell. After five rounds, the referee (singer Ted Herberte) awarded the 

bout to Hanley. This was apparently met with a mixed reception from their seconds, and the promoters - comedians 

Porky Kearns and Ted Tutty, both of whom somehow, according to the writer, managed to lose money on the result? 

(AV: 16 Dec. 1914, n. pag.). Hanley also found brief engagements in 1914 with other leading Australian B circuit 

managers, the most notable being Harry Clay. His association with Clay was to be a regular one up until the company 

folded at the end of 1929.   

Although mostly known as a solo performer, Hanley often joined forces with other artists for brief periods. The 

earliest of these partnerships is believed to have been with Jack "Porky" Kearns during mid to late 1914. Around this 

period, too, he was part of a comedy and novelty act known as The Watts. He performed for a period with Frank 

Sidney's troupe (ca.1916), interspersing musical numbers between their various acrobatic, tumbling and strength acts. 

Other known partnerships were with Muriel Dale (1917), Arthur Elliott (1922). 

During August and September 1919 Hanley was given the task of writing a season of revues for the Gaiety 

Theatre (Sydney), then being run by Andy Kerr. Two of these productions were Bombs and Beauties and Cinder Bella. 

A short time later Hanley's name became associated with Reg "the Kangaroosta" Thornton's K-Nuts. The initial K-Nuts 

troupe (possibly abbreviated from Kangaroosta's Nuts) included Thornton, Hanley, Les Shipp and Ern Crawford. 

Hanley stayed with the K-Nuts until around 1921. During this two year period Thornton, Hanley, Shipp and Crawford 

left and re-joined the company at various times depending on other engagements. The K-Nuts company secured strong 

support from the public, particularly along the south-west NSW circuit that Thornton had established especially for the 

enterprise, and it was regularly engaged by Harry Clay for his Sydney suburban circuit.   

Between early 1922 and mid-1923 Hanley toured his own troupe, the Nat Hanley Revue Company around 

established circuits like Harry Clays, presenting vaudeville and revue. Several of these he wrote himself. One of the 

earliest of Hanley's revues was Cowboys and Cowgirls, in which he played the part of Arizona Jack. In the revue one of 

the troupe's leading comedians, Harry Coyle, played a character called Dopey. Before too long Hanley created the 

character, Bluey, and with Coyle as Dopey they established another popular Australian comic partnership in the vein of 

Stiffy and Mo and Dinks and Oncus. Other long-standing members of the troupe were Arthur Elliott, Tom Arnold, 

Connie Graham and Winnie Edgerton. There are several references in the trade journals around this period, too, 

indicating that Hanley had also begun incorporating banjo playing into his act. 

Sometime in mid-1923 Hanley disbanded his own troupe in order to take up a contract with the Fullers'. By June 

the following year he was part of their Fantastics Revue Company (the troupe included among others, Jack Kearns, 

Vince Courtney, James Caldwell, and Vaude and Verne). He is also known to have been a member of George Wallace's 

Revue Company for a brief period (ca. Sept. 1924). By 1926, however, he had again formed his own troupe, known this 

time as the Zigzag Revue Company, touring throughout Australia and New Zealand for the Fullers up until early 1928.  

Hanley then secured a solo engagement with the Fullers' London Revue Company, which saw him performing his own 

turn as a novelty pianist and as an accompanist for artists such as Catherine Stewart, Marie Ward, Grace Boyd and 

Gordon Norville. 
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Details of Nat Hanley's career from late 1928 onwards remain somewhat sketchy at this point in time. The last 

reports found to date indicate that he again headed his own revue company, playing the Union Pictures circuit in early 

1929, before returning once more to the Harry Clay circuit around May.  No information concerning his career after that 

date has been located for this survey. 
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS:   
BOMBS AND BEAUTIES  [revusical]  Txt. Nat Hanley; Mus. [n/e] (1919);  CINDER BELLA [revusical]  Txt. Nat Hanley; Mus. [n/e] (1919); 

COWBOYS AND COWGIRLS  [revusical]  Txt. Nat Hanley; Mus. [n/e] (1922);  THE STOWAWAY  [revusical]  Txt. Nat Hanley; Mus. [n/e] 

(1922); HELLO EVERYBODY  [revusical]  Txt. Nat Hanley; Mus. [n/e] (1922); 
 

 

 

FRANCIS HART 
 

Librettist, journalist, arts patron. Born in London. Francis Hart immigrated to Australia in 1880, 
becoming a well-known and highly controversial West Australian journalist. He founded several 
theatre and operatic societies in the state, including the Perth Amateur Operatic Society. He also 
established a close association with West Australian governor, Sir William Robinson and with 

whom he collaborated on various musical works. Hart and Robinson scored much success with the 
song, "Unfurl the Flag" and the operetta, The Handsome Ransom. 

 

 The son of an English surgeon and accomplished litterateur, Francis Hart was born in London around 1859 and 

educated at Queen Elizabeth's School at Ipswich (Suffolk, Eng). As a student he distinguished himself by his work ethic 

and at age sixteen secured a position as prefect at the school. After completing his studies Hart undertook private tuition 

so as to prepare his entry into medicine, the career he had determined he would undertake. His plans were changed, 

however, after he suffered a severe accident during a football match. As Hart recalls in an interview with Table Talk, 

while recuperating at Sydenham he began attending music concerts and theatre productions on a regular basis and this 

led to him becoming 'stagestruck.' It was an affliction which remained with him all his life (20 July 1894, 3). Hart also 

decided around this time to travel to Australia, his intention being to pursue his interest in theatre.  

 Upon arriving in Western Australia in 1880, aged twenty-one, Hart realising that a fully professional career in the 

country would be very difficult and he subsequently secured employment as a journalist for the Fremantle Herald. His 

earliest articles were given the by-line "Telephone Papers." He later took up a position editing The Victorian Express, 

which was published out of Geraldton. During his four years in that town he met and married an Englishwoman who 

had previously written for the West Australian, and together the pair invested a good deal of time in the local 

community. The musical society they established eventually boasted a membership of over a hundred people, a huge 

number for a town the size of Geraldton. Although well viewed by many within the community, Hart's distinctly radical 

tendencies, bent towards overturning the then political order of things and substituting a free constitution, also saw him 

make some enemies. He eventually returned to Perth, becoming assistant editor of the West Australian. A disagreement 

with the paper's policies forced him to move to Fremantle, however, and it was here that he revived the Fremantle 

Herald. Before too long, however, Hart once found himself embroiled in political manoeuvring, and as editor of this 

new voice of the people spoke his mind. In one particularly sensitive power struggle he found himself championing the 

side of Chief Justice Onslow against the then governor Sir Frederick Broome. The heated battle, for which Hart fought 

strenuously, also left him in the position of being, "for the time, the best hated man in the community" (TBT: 20 

July1894, 3). Fortunately for Hart, Broome eventually left the West and was replaced Sir William Robinson, whose 

passion for music and the arts was similarly shared by Hart and the two became friends. His close relationship with the 

new governor not only allowed Hart to make Perth his home once again, but led to him becoming a leading member of 

the Perth community - both as a journalist and arts patron. It was during Robinson's final term that the pair collaborated 

on a number of songs and at least one full scale work, an opera titled The Handsome Ransom (later Predatoras).  

Hart's involvement in the theatrical, musical and social aspects of Perth saw him establish the Perth Amateur 

Operatic Society (and for whom he played many leading roles). He also wrote countless editorial articles, conducted a 

press agency and compiled Western Australia in 1891. Sponsored by the Government it was published in 1892. Little 

more has been discovered concerning Francis Hart's life or career, although according to a West Australian review of 

The Handsome Ransom, it was "not [his] first attempt at libretto writing" (12 Jan. 1894, 3). In this respect is believed 

that Hart' had previously provided the words for a cantata performed at the Perth Exhibition.  

 While the extent to which Hart and Robinson collaborated is unclear at this stage, it is known that they worked 

together on the creation of a number of popular songs. Their most successful work in this field was the patriotic number 

"Unfurl the Flag." The song was not only a huge hit in terms of sales of music but was also incorporated into a number 

of theatrical productions over the next decade or so. It is with the The Handsome Ransom / Predatoras however, that 

Hart's name is most prominently linked with that of Robinson. Writing of the librettist's contribution one critic records: 

"We think he has never produced so sustained a character as that of Mr Potts, [indeed] the libretto throughout shows 

most careful preparation, accompanied by a just recognition of the exigencies of the lighter operatic stage" (TBT: 20 

July, 3). The only clues found to date concerning his possible movements post-1894 are contained in the 

aforementioned Table Talk article which suggests that Hart, whose "tastes and proclivities [were] distinctly 

cosmopolitan and metropolitan," was contemplating a permanent move to Melbourne (ibid, 3). It also indicates that he 

may well have been planning to return to London to carry out some business on behalf of Western Australia. 
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MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 
PREDATORAS; OR, THE BRIGAND'S BRIDE (aka THE HANDSOME RANSOM)  [operetta] Lib. Francis Hart; Mus. Sir William Robinson (1894). 

   

FURTHER REFERENCE: 
"Handsome Ransom: Operetta at Government House."  WA: 12 Jan. (1894), 3. 

Kornweibel, A.H.  Apollo and the Pioneers. (1973), 76-80. 

"Mr Francis Hart."  TBT: 20 July (1894), 3. 

 

 

 

FRITZ HART 
 

Composer, librettist, conductor, pianist, teacher, poet. Born Fritz Bennicke Hart on 11 February 
1874 at Brockley (England). Hart studied at the Royal College of Music (London) and early in his 
career worked as librettist on Holst's opera, The Revoke. He travelled to Australia in 1909 to take 

up a contract with J. C. Williamson as music director, and during the 27 years he resided in the 
country he wrote numerous music theatre works, beginning with A Knight for a Day (1910). 

Engaged by G. W. L. Marshall-Hall as teacher at his Conservatorium (Melb) in 1912, Hart also 
formed a professional association with Alfred Hill through the Sydney Amateur Orchestral Society. 
In 1913 he became Director of the Melbourne Conservatorium, and co-founded with Hill the 
Australian Opera League. The following year hart staged the first of his seventeen Australian 
operas, Pirrette (with Hill's Giovanni) under the auspices of the AOL. He founded the Fritz Hart 

Conservatorium of Music in 1915 with the patronage of Dame Nellie Melba and completed the first 
of his Deirdre operas, Deirdre of the Sorrows in 1916. Deirdre in Exile was completed in 1926. He 

became conductor of the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra in 1927 and in 1936 conductor of the 

Honolulu Symphony Orchestra. He died in 1949. 
 

 As a child Fritz Hart's passion for composition and musical performance was encouraged through his parent's love 

of music. His mother was a talented pianist and teacher, and his father acted as choirmaster at the local church, where 

from age six Fritz began singing. In 1884, aged ten, Hart was accepted for a choristership position at Westminster 

Abbey. Following the completion of his formal schooling he first attempted several positions as clerk, before taking up 

two prestigious offers in 1893. One was to study piano and organ at the Royal College of Music (RCM) in London, and 

the other as organist for a London church. This period also saw him immersed in the world of composition and 

performance. While at the RCM Hart made the acquaintance of fellow students such as Gustave Holst, Vaughan-

Williams, Samuel Coleridge-Taylor, and John Ireland. It was Hart's friendship with Holst in particular that played a 

major influence in his development as both a composer and intellectual. During his time at the college Hart wrote the 

libretto for Holst's first opera The Revoke, along with several other smaller works including an incomplete score for 

The Magic Mirror. In the decade or so following his graduation in 1896 he worked primarily as a freelance conductor, 

an occupation which saw him involved with a variety of musical forms including musical comedy, operetta, opera and 

incidental music for drama, some of which he composed himself.  

 In 1909 Hart accepted a twelve month contract with J. C. Williamson to act as music director for the forthcoming 

Royal Comic Opera Company's Australian season (the contract was later extended for a further three years). Shortly 

before he left for Australia, however, the London Symphony Orchestra performed his much acclaimed 'Fantasy 

Overture.' One of his first works to be staged in Australia was the two act musical farce, A Knight for a Day, co-written 

with composer Raymond Hubbell and librettist, Robert B. Smith. It premiered at Her Majesty's Theatre, Sydney on 9 

June 1910. The Sydney Morning Herald wrote that although described as a musical farce, 'the term is scarcely 

comprehensive enough. The play is a sort of olla podrida, for the authors have furnished a mixture embracing burlesque 

extravaganzas, pantomime, rollicking farce, picturesque ballets and a resplendent transformation scene. It abounds in 

absurd situations' (11 July 1910, 3). Two years later Hart took up a position at George Marshall-Hall's Conservatorium 

in Melbourne during the director's prolonged absence overseas. The Sydney Morning Herald reports that Hart's decision 

to abandon 'the primrose path of dalliance,' had been undertaken so as 'to follow his art more seriously' (14 Dec. 1912, 

5). Among his works from this period are two song cycles - one containing fourteen songs written to words by Robert 

Herrick, and the other a seven song collection to the words of William Blake. 

 In 1912 Hart was invited to play with the Sydney Amateur Orchestral Society, then under the direction of Alfred 

Hill. Their relationship was such that the two men played together on numerous occasions and later founded the 

Australian Opera League in an attempt to establish not only greater opportunities for local composers and musicians but 

also an Australian operatic tradition. The following year the position of Director of the Marshall-Hall Conservatorium 

of Music was offered to Hart after acting head, Eduard Scharf, left for the University of Melbourne Conservatorium. 

The decision to make a commitment to both the Conservatorium and to Australia in effect became a turning point in 

Hart's professional career. He saw not only the possibility of establishing a truly Australian school of music, in the way 

that George Grove and Hubert Parry had done for English music with the Royal College of Music, but realised that it 

was an opportunity to get his own works performed.  

 The first of Hart's Australian-written operas, completed in 1913, was Pierrette. This was staged, along with Alfred 

Hill's opera Giovanni, in Sydney and Melbourne the following year. Both operas were presented under the auspices of 

the Australian Opera League. Unfortunately although both works were well received by critics and the public alike the 

AOL was put on hold soon afterwards when the war was declared, and never managed to be revived afterwards.  

 By 1915 Fritz Hart's Conservatorium of Music had attracted the patronage of Dame Nellie Melba, and under her 

guidance it became an acclaimed singing school. The close professional and personal relationship between Hart and 
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Melba also accounts for the Conservatorium becoming a significant part of the Australian music landscape for many 

years. Around this time, too, he involved himself in numerous facets of the art music industry including, for example, 

acting as a judge for the first Musical Association of New South Wales annual prize for composition (BC: 8 Dec. 1917, 

2). He also continued to devote his attention to the Conservatorium, to public performance and to his own compositions 

for the remainder of his time in Australia.  

 In 1927 Hart was appointed conductor of the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra (MSO), a position he held until 

1933. The Age wrote of him during his second year at the helm of the orchestra: "Impetuous in his ardour, Mr Hart 

imparts an infectious enthusiasm that lays slack and conventional thinking low. A high standard is clearly regarded as 

requisite for the presentation of important works to a public certain to find its musical conscience quickened" (16 July 

1928, 11). Hart's association with the MSO, then still an amateur organisation, saw a variety of innovative ideas put into 

practice, several of them being supported financially by businessman and philanthropist, Sidney Myer. Hart organised 

regular concerts for the orchestra during this period, with these being well supported by the Melbourne public. 

Numerous, too, were charity concerts in aid of societies such as the Workless Winter Buffet and the Unemployed 

Bureau in St Kilda in August 1928. By the early 1930s, however, competition from the rival Melbourne University 

Conservatorium (then under the directorship of Bernard Heinze) and the effects of the depression created conditions 

that led to the gradual decline in the fortunes of Hart's school and both the MSO and his Conservatorium were 

eventually absorbed into the Melbourne University Conservatorium. Thereafter Hart began a series of visits to Hawaii 

as guest conductor of the Honolulu Symphony Orchestra, which in 1936 turned into a permanent position, along with a 

professorship at the University of Hawaii. He retired as conductor of the HSO in 1949, dying later that same year aged 

seventy-five.  

 Of Fritz Hart's twenty operas as composer, beginning with Pierrette in 1913 and ending in 1947 with the Hawaii-

composed work The Vengeance of Faery (1947), seventeen were written in Australia. Among the best remembered 

today are his Deidre operas, Deirdre of the Sorrows (1916) and Deirdre in Exile (1926). His other operas are: The 

Land of Heart's Desire (1914), Riders to the Sea (1915), Ruth and Naomi (1917), The Fantastics (1918), Malvolio 

(completed in 1913, but not staged until 1919), The Travelling Man (1920), The King (1921), Esther (1923), The 

Woman Who Laughed at Faery (1924), The Forced Marriage (1928), St George and the Dragon (1930), The Nativity 

(1931), and Isolt of the White Hands (1933).  

 As a composer, Fritz Hart left a large legacy of other successful works behind, with most of these also having 

been composed in Australia. No doubt the influence of singing (and singing teachers) within his own pedagogical career 

played a vital role in the five hundred or so songs he wrote (Hart has claimed that he wrote as many as two or three 

hundred more, but burned many of them). Peter Tregear argues that the 495 that still exist in documented form, 'makes 

Hart the most prolific of English art song composers of the twentieth century' ("Songs," 59). Some of his more popular 

works in this area include: "The Song of Mary" and "The Gilly of Christ." As a teacher he was also responsible for 

playing a significant part in the development of hundreds of successful composition students, several of whom, 

including Esther Rolfe, Margaret Sutherland and Peggy Glanville-Hicksall, became leading Australian composers in 

their own right. As well as being a composer, music director and noted conductor he wrote several unpublished novels 

and the lyrics to many of his own songs. A volume of his poems was published in 1913 under the title, Appassionata: 

Songs of Youth and Love. At least three of his poems also appear in the Bulletin. 
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS (written during his residency  in Australia): 
A KNIGHT FOR A DAY [musical farce] Txt. [n/e]; Mus. Fritz Hart (1910);  PIERRETTE  [opera]  Lib/Mus. Fritz Hart (1914);  THE LAND OF 

HEART'S DESIRE [opera]  Txt. [n/e]; Mus. Fritz Hart (1914);  RIDERS TO THE SEA [opera]  Txt. [n/e]; Mus. Fritz Hart (1915); DEIRDRE 

OF THE SORROWS  [opera]  Txt. [n/e]; Mus. Fritz Hart (1916); RUTH AND NAOMI [opera]  Txt. [n/e]; Mus. Fritz Hart (1917); THE 

FANTATSICS [opera]  Txt. [n/e]; Mus. Fritz Hart (1918); MALVOLIO [comic opera]  Lib (after Shakespeare)/Mus. Fritz Hart (1919);. THE 

TRAVELLING MAN [opera]  Txt. [n/e]; Mus. Fritz Hart (1920); THE KING [opera]  Txt. [n/e]; Mus. Fritz Hart (1921); ESTHER [opera]  Txt. 

[n/e]; Mus. Fritz Hart (1923);  THE WOMAN WHO LAUGHED AT FAERY [opera]  Txt. [n/e]; Mus. Fritz Hart (1924); DEIRDRE IN EXILE  

[opera]  Txt. [n/e]; Mus. Fritz Hart (1926); THE FORCED MARRIAGE [opera]  Txt. [n/e]; Mus. Fritz Hart (1928); GEORGE AND THE 

DRAGON [opera]  Txt. [n/e]; Mus. Fritz Hart (1930); THE NATIVITY  [opera]  Txt. [n/e]; Mus. Fritz Hart (1931);  ISOLT OF THE WHITE 

HAND [opera]  Txt. [n/e]; Mus. Fritz Hart (1933). 
   

FURTHER REFERENCE: 

Clifford, Hubert.  NGDM: 8 (1980), 260. 
"Grand Opera: Deirdre in Exile - Fritz Hart's Success."  A: 23 June (1928), 23. 

Gyger, Alison. Opera for the Antipodes (1990), v. pags. 

Hart Collection, VPAM Archives, 1921. [D233, D388, D527] 
"Knight for a Day, A."  SMH: 11 July (1910), 3.              [see also advert. - SMH: 9 July 1910, 2] 

"Music and Drama."  SMH: 14 Dec. (1912), 5. 

"Orchestral Concert: A Popular Success." A: 16 July (1928), 11. 
Tregear, Peter. OCAM: (1997), 260. 

---   "Fritz Bennicke Hart."  SAJ: Autumn (1994), 9-10. 

---   "Fritz Hart and the 'Celtic Twighlight' in Australia."  LR: 45.1 (2001), 173-78. 
---   "Songs of Fritz Bennicke Hart."  In  One Hand on the Manuscript. (1995), 55-64. 
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MORITZ HEUZENROEDER 
 

Composer, musician, librettist. Born in Ottersberg, Germany on 15 July 1849. Moritz 

Heuzenroeder immigrated to Australia in 1872. Associated with the South Australian German 
Club and founder of the Adelaide Harmonie Society, he also wrote and produced several 
operettas in Adelaide in the 1880s including Singvogelchen and Onkel Beckers Geschichte (1882) 

and Faust and Grechen (1883). Heuzenroeder completed The Windmill comic opera in 1891 and 
collaborated with Harry Congreve Evans on the opera, Immomeena (1893). He moved to Barossa 

Valley town of Tanunda in early 1897 but died unexpectedly later the same year. 
 

 The youngest son of a German doctor of medicine, Moritz Heuzenroeder developed a passion for music through 

childhood piano lessons, and eventually undertook a course in advanced composition theory at the Stuttgart Royal 

Academy of Music (Germany). In 1872, shortly after having completed his studies, he immigrated to Australia, a 

decision which was perhaps influenced by his visit to the country seven or more years previously. Upon arriving in 

Australia he settled in Adelaide and quickly established himself as a teacher of singing and piano. Perhaps not 

surprisingly many of his friends were ex-patriot Germans and he subsequently became closely associated both 

personally and professionally with organisations such the South Australian German Club.  

 In 1882 two of his operettas, Singvogelchen and Onkel Beckers Geschichte were staged by an amateur company 

in Adelaide's Albert Hall (the latter on 3 Nov.). The following year he wrote the comic opera Faust and Gretchen 

(1883) for the German Club. That year also saw Heuzenroeder present an acclaimed series of concerts at the Victoria 

Hall in Gawler Place for Adelaide's upper social circle, which included the state governor Sir William Robinson, a keen 

patron of music and composer in his own right. It was around this time, too, that Heuzenroeder established the Adelaide 

Harmonie Society (AHS), an organisation for which he undertook the roles of music director and conductor. It was 

through the AHS that he presented his own works, along with contemporary light operas from various composers. 

Following the completion of another comic opera, The Windmill (1891), Heuzenroeder began collaboration with local 

writer Harry Congreve Evans that resulted in the most impressive work of his career, the two act opera, Immomeena 

(1893). Although only one ballad remains from the entire score, along with a libretto booklet containing the spoken 

dialogue and lyrics, it is clear from reviews published after both the 1893 premiere and 1894 revival that the work was 

met with much approval from critics and public alike. In addition to his operatic works, Heuzenroeder also composed 

for various other music forms, including songs, patriotic odes and piano pieces.  

 In early 1897 Heuzenroeder moved to the Barossa township of Tanunda, a place he had visited many times over 

the years as both a recitalist and accompanist for touring singers. On November 9 that same year, however, he died 

unexpectedly (aged only forty-eight), leaving the local community bereft of an important musical benefactor. Indeed, 

during the short period that he lived in the area Heuzenroeder was instrumental in founding a local orchestra, along with 

a choral society at nearby Angaston. As both teacher and recitalist, too, Moritz Heuzenroeder had no doubt played a 

vital role in helping to establish the importance of music within the state of South Australia during the last decades of 

the nineteenth century. 
  

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 

SINGVOGELCHEN [operetta] Lib/Mus. Moritz Heuzenroeder (1882); ONKEL BECKERS GESCHICHTE  [operetta] Lib/Mus. Moritz 
Heuzenroeder (1882); FAUST AND GRETCHEN [comic opera] Lib; [n/e]; Mus. Moritz Heuzenroeder (1883);  THE WINDMILL [comic opera] 

Lib; [n/e]; Mus. Moritz Heuzenroeder (1891);  IMMOMEENA [comic opera]  Txt. Harry Congreve Evans; Moritz Heuzenroeder (1893). 

 
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

Brewster-Jones, H.  "South Australian Pioneers and Problems." AMND: 27.3 (1936), 1, 28. 

OCAM (1997), 267. 
Wood, Elizabeth. "Moritz Heuzenroeder." NGDM: 8 (1980), 541. 

---   "Moritz Heuzenroeder - A Musical Pioneer."  LNQ: 3.1 (1974), 4. 

 

 

 

ALFRED HILL 
 

Composer, musician, conductor, teacher. The composer of more than 500 works, including 12 
symphonies and more than 14 music theatre works, Alfred Francis Hill was born in Richmond, 
Melbourne, on 16th December 1870, but raised in New Zealand after his family moved there c 1871. 

Hill published his first composition, "The Organist," at age 16, and later studied music at the Royal 
Conservatorium, Leipzig (1887-91). After he returned to New Zealand in 1891 he set up a teaching 
academy and became the conductor for the Wellington Orchestral Society (1892-96). His interest in 
New Zealand's indigenous music and customs saw him begin composing Maori-influenced works in 
the early 1890s, beginning with The Whipping Boy (1893) and the cantata, Hinemoa in 1895. Both 
works were collaborations with Arthur H. Adams. The pair later worked together on Ali Baba and the 
Forty Thieves (1898) and Tapu (written 1899 and first produced in 1903). Hill's comic opera Lady 
Dolly (libretto by Margery Brown) staged by J. C. Williamson in 1900, and A Moorish Maid (with J. 

Youlan Birch) produced in New Zealand in 1905. From the late 1890s onwards Hill travelled 
frequently backwards and forwards across the Tasman before settling permanently in Australia in 

1912. He soon afterwards became Principal of the Austral Orchestral College, a co-founder of the 
Sydney Repertory Society, and in 1913 co-founder of the Australian Opera League (with Fritz Hart). 
The AOL staged his opera Giovanni in 1914. Hill became Professor of Theory and Composition at the 

NSW Conservatorium of Music in 1916, and Chief Conductor for the NSW State Symphony 
Orchestra in 1922. His music theatre works include The Rajah of Shivapore (1917), Auster (1922) 
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and The Ship of Heaven (1933). He also composed music for several Australian films, notably Broken 
Melody (1938) and Forty Thousand Horsemen (1940). Hill died in 1960. 

  

 A gifted violinist and composer of over 500 compositions comprising comic operas, film scores and a variety of 

classical genres from string quartets to full orchestra works, Alfred Hill was both the first fully professional New 

Zealand-based composer and the man most responsible for introducing the country's indigenous music to western styles 

of composition. His pioneering efforts not only led to the promotion of Maori music in New Zealand and Australia but 

also assisted his own career advancement. Indeed, he is now seen as the most significant composer of the antipodean 

region during the early 1900s, with his influence being seen in the development of key mid-twentieth century Australian 

composers like John Antill and Roy Agnew.  

 Alfred Hill's interest in Maori music came about as a result of having spent much of his early life in New Zealand. 

His father, an amateur violinist and Bristol-based hat-maker had initially sailed for Australia to attempt his luck on the 

gold fields but found more success with his instrument than he did finding gold. The family moved to Auckland when 

Alfred was about 18 months old and later settled in Wellington where the father set up his own hat-making business on 

Lambton Quay. It was while living in Wellington that Hill's father formed several small amateur orchestras, with each 

ensemble invariably made up of family members. At one stage the family even toured a Christy Minstrel-style show 

called Hill's Brigands. Alfred Hill's siblings included brothers, Edward (described as a fine tenor), Charles (an 

accomplished flautist), John (also regarded as a gifted musician), and a sister Mabel, who excelled as an artist. It was 

Mabel who designed the cover of Alfred's first published work, "The Organist," which he composed in 1886 at age just 

sixteen (Thomson, "Alfred Hill" 217-18). During his childhood Hill learned the cornet and violin, playing the former 

instrument with Martin Simonsen's opera company at the age of nine, and the latter on tour with Charles Harding's 

Grand Opera Company at age fourteen. Realising that his sons Alfred and John were exceptional musical talents, and 

that they had moved beyond the point where local music teachers could help them, Alfred's father arranged to send the 

brothers to Europe. The opportunity was in part realised through the generosity of the Wellington public who raised the 

additional money required through a benefit concert.  

 In 1886 Alfred and John travelled to Leipzig where they studied at the Royal Conservatorium of Music between 

1887 and 1891. There they were able to involve themselves in the cultural and artistic climate of one of Germany's 

major centres during one of its more significant periods of transition. Alfred studied violin under Hans Sitt (1850-1922). 

He later claimed that Sitt had a significant influence on his career as both a violinist and composer. During his time at 

the conservatorium Alfred won numerous awards, including the Helbig Prize, and eventually graduated with an honours 

diploma in teaching and performance. The letter accompanying his Performer's Diploma (Reiferzeugniss) noted that 

Hill's "exemplary energy, diligence and perseverance, assisted by good inborn talent enabled him to make a 

professionally very valuable progress in his musical education... the delicacy of invention, great fertility of resource, 

and tasteful instrumentation, for which his works are distinguished, bear no light testimony to his ability as a composer" 

(qtd in McCreadie "Some Backgrounds" 188). During his time at Leipzig, Hill also wrote his first cantata, 'New 

Jerusalem' (SMH: 24 Dec. 1910, 4). After graduating from the Leipzig Conservatorium he was invited to play second 

violin with the Gewandhaus Orchestra, which he did for a short period under the conductorship of such composers as 

Brahms, Grieg, and Tchaikovsky.  

In 1891 Hill returned to New Zealand, setting himself up as a violin teacher, recitalist, chamber musician, and 

conductor of choirs and orchestras, notably the Wellington Orchestral Society (1892-96). The mid-to-late 1890s also 

saw him collaborate with writer/journalist Arthur H. Adams, and with whom he shared an interest in Maori culture. The 

two men began to study seriously the music, customs, history and stories of New Zealand's indigenous people, and 

subsequently went on to create several Maori-inspired works during the 1890s - including two string quartets, the 

cantata Hinemoa (1895), and a comic opera, The Whipping Boy (1893). Interestingly, despite his fascination for 

drawing upon the musical materials of Maori culture, Hill's compositions are heavily dependent on conventional 

western music forms - particularly his romantic comic operas. This can be seen, for example, in the music theatre works 

Hinemoa, Tawhaki, Tapu and Teora, which lay "largely within the conventional harmonic and formal patterns of 

Leipzig traditionalism." In this respect, as Andrew McCreadie further notes: "the influence of [the Leipzig tradition] is 

perceptible in [Hill's] own classification of his works as 'romantic comic operas'" ("Some Backgrounds" 206). While the 

music of the Maori people was an obvious passion in Hill's life, his interest in Maori and culture and the people is said 

to have been genuine and deep. As John Thompson notes, the feeling was mutual, the Maori people "trusted him as he 

moved amongst them, noting down songs and hakas" (8). Hill's encouragement of their music and arts, something he 

did throughout his life, was particularly significant in works such as Hinemoa. Another cantata, Tawhaki, completed in 

1909, is also based on Maori themes (SMH:  24 Dec. 1910, 4). No production of this work has yet been located, 

however.    

This early period in New Zealand was not without its trials, however. Hill suffered a good deal of criticism from 

both within and outside the Wellington Orchestral Society due to his firm artistic stance. At one stage this lead to his 

controversial decision to refuse to conduct for a visiting virtuoso, the Chevalier de Kontski (Thompson "Question of 

Authenticity" n. pag.). After resigning his position with the Wellington orchestra he joined Ovide Musin's ensemble, 

then visiting New Zealand, and toured with them to Sydney. When the troupe disbanded in March 1897, Hill remained 

in Sydney for several years teaching and conducting ensembles such as the Sydney Liedertafel (for whom he was 

appointed conductor in early 1898) and the Great Synagogue Choir. During this period he also frequently performed at 

various high profile concerts, notably as a member of specially organised string quartets. On 22 October 1898, for 

example, Hill presented the ballad from Hinemoa during the last of a series of Pleyel Concerts at the Y.M.C.A. Hall. 

Miss Ruby Bowring was the featured vocalist. (SMH: 15 Oct. 1898, 2). His comic opera Lady Dolly (1900) was staged, 
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too, with the assistance of members of the Sydney Liedertafel. While his application that same year for the 

professorship in music at Auckland University was unsuccessful, in Australia his reputation was becoming increasingly 

more high profile. One highlight of Hill's early years in Australia occurred when he conducted the Commonwealth 

Celebrations choir of eleven thousand voices and ten brass bands on New Year's Day 1901.  

Although residing in Sydney, Hill nevertheless criss-crossed the Tasman on a regular basis between 1902 and 

1911, either writing or conducting musical comedies and operatic works through his employment with J. C. 

Williamson. In 1903 he wrote the music for the highly successful pantomime Sleeping Beauty (Theatre Royal, Syd) and 

had the first performance of his romantic comic opera, Tapu staged. His final collaboration with Arthur Adams, the 

work had been initially written sometime around 1897-98 and accepted for production by Williamson. Adams is said to 

have been offered a position as Williamson's literary secretary partly on the strength of his libretto. When Williamson 

decided to delay Tapu's premiere due to other commitments, notably his touring production of The Geisha, Hill 

eventually tired of the wait and subsequently gave Pollard's Opera Company permission to stage the work in New 

Zealand during its 1903 tour (it is also believed to have been staged by the company in Tasmania). When Williamson 

did eventually decide to produce the opera in Australia in 1904 Adams had by then left his employ. Unbeknown to the 

librettist, Williamson hired David H. Souter rework the text, while Bert Royle was engaged to write additional lyrics to 

accompany some new music scored by Hill. Angered by what he saw as an infringement on his rights as the originator 

of the work, and more so because he deemed the revised work vastly inferior, Adams voiced his low opinion of 

Williamson (and Australian theatre managers in general) on a number of occasions in his career as a critic and editor. 

He was also supported by Hill over the Tapu issue, with the composer later claiming that the Pollards' production was 

the superior one. Tapu was mooted for an English and European tour for Tapu by Williamson (in arrangement with 

Robert Courteneidge) but this never eventuated.   

 Sometime around late 1904/early 1905 Hill moved back to New Zealand to collaborate with music and drama 

critic, J. Youlin Birch on the romantic opera A Moorish Maid; Or, Queen of the Riffs. It was given its theatrical 

premiere in New Zealand in September 1905. Although the Auckland and Wellington seasons were critically and 

financially successful, producer George Stephenson found it necessary, as J. C. Williamson did with Tapu, to 'improve' 

on the original for its Australian tour, and either rewrote the libretto himself or employed someone else (as yet 

unidentified) to do it. In an interview with the Theatre magazine in 1914, Hill concurred with Adams that these early 

experiences writing for the musical theatre stage were less than fruitful for the creators, both creatively and 

financially:
25

 
 

There is no money in writing music, absolutely none. What have I made out of my compositions? I received ₤100 

from the late J.C. Williamson for the producing rights and half the music rights of Tapu. As you know, the opera 

didn't succeed. Mr Williamson had always faith in the music, but he couldn't get a satisfactory libretto. The 

Moorish Maid also suffered from a bad book and even as it was we took ₤1000 in a week with it in Auckland, 

and it did the same thing in Wellington…. Apart from the little I got out of this, and the straight-out fee I received 

for Tapu composition has brought me nothing" (Mar. 1914, n. pag.).  
 

Hill's passion for Maori music resulted in several new Maori songs between 1904 and 1906. Among these was 

"Waiata Poi" (with lyrics based on a Maori myth). Arguably his most popular in that genre, John M. Thomson claims 

that the song kept John McIndoe's Dunedin press busy meeting the demand for New Zealand's first international sheet 

music best-seller ("Alfred Hill" 213).  Another of his songs was performed to critical acclaim in Sydney during June 

1905 by Watkin Mills of the Watkin Mills Company. The Brisbane Courier reported that the song, "Tangi," written 

especially for Mills, and published by Boosey and Co (London), is a "dramatic lament for the dead, beginning by deep 

exhortations to mourn… and rising to a tempestuous climax on Wagnerian lines." Sung with "whole-hearted fervour," 

the song "went with admirable abandon" (17 June 1905, 12). Back in New Zealand in 1906 Hill began conducting New 

Zealand's first professional orchestra in a highly successful series of concerts at the Christchurch International 

Exhibition (1906-07). He is believed to have also begun composing the music to a libretto by W. H. Beattie on the 

subject of Don Quixote around the same time. Although no details of a staging of this work have yet been located, the 

Theatre magazine records in July 1909 that Beattie's 'book' for Don Quixote in La Mancha, despite being a "very 

awkward subject for the stage" demonstrates that as a librettist he "has a great talent" (11).   

By 1912 Hill had slowed down his trans-Tasman movements, deciding to reside more or less permanently in 

Sydney from that time onwards. In some respect his unsuccessful attempt to establish an institute for the study of Maori 

music in Rotorua in 1910 may have been a factor in his decision to live in Australia. In Sydney he became principal of 

the Austral Orchestral College, and viola player for the Austral String Quartet. He also conducted concerts at the Town 

Hall for the Sydney Amateur Orchestral Society around this time, performing with other distinguished professionals 

including Fritz Hart, Cyril Monk and New Zealand soprano, Rita Lyons. Leading local amateurs such as tenor Arthur 

Appleby and Austral College graduate composer Roy E. Agnew were also elevated into the public domain through 

Hill's efforts. In 1913 he founded the Australian Opera League with Hart as part of an attempt to create an Australian 

operatic tradition. While Hill was concentrating his energies on establishing the AOL and his latest opera, Giovanni, his 

London representative, Cunningham Bridgeman, was working hard to raise the composer's profile in English circles. 

Bridgeman had been instrumental in having Hill's Maori Symphony produced at the Sydenham Crystal Palace in 1912, 

and on 23 January 1913 he staged A Moorish Maid, under the subtitle, Queen of the Riffs, at London's Savoy Hotel. 

With a strong cast, including diva Rosina Buckman, the comic opera was enthusiastically received by both the audience 

and the London critics. Speaking to 150 invited guests after the curtain, New Zealand's High Commissioner, Sir Joseph 

                                                           
25      See Arthur H. Adams entry in this appendix for further details (713). 

http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowAgent&agentId=AY8
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Ward "warmly extolled Mr Hill's talents, and expressed the hope that [the composer] might yet, whilst he remained 

alive, be recognised amongst British composers." Whether the opera was staged in London following this production is 

not yet known. It is also unclear whether a proposed City Operatic Society, production (a joint venture between the 

Austral Operatic Society and the City of Sydney Musical Comedy Company) went ahead either. Despite several 

advertisements calling for amateur actors and singers being published in the Sydney Morning Herald during February 

and March of 1913, no details of a revival have been located in the paper over the following months.  
 

 
 

Alfred Hill 

Green Room Nov. (1922), 16. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, University of 

Queensland) 

         In February 1913 Hill completed another Maori-influenced 

opera, Teora, the Weird Flute, and indicated that it would possibly be 

his contribution to the first evening of opera staged by the newly 

formed Australian Opera League. It is not believed to have been staged 

until 1928 (details of this performance are yet to be located). The 

opera is known to have been broadcast by the ABC on 2 December 

1929, however. The programme was produced under the direction of J. 

M. Post. Midway through 1913 the Sydney Repertory Society (which 

Hill had co-founded with advisory board members including Arthur 

Adams and David Souter) began presenting regular entertainments at 

its new theatre in Grosvenor Street (it was previously known as 

Federation Hall). These concerts, which involved both music and 

drama, utilised some of the best amateur talent available in Sydney. 

Typical of these evenings was the first Caleb Porter and Alfred Hill 

Saturday Night Soiree Musicale, presented on 31 May 1913, and billed 

to include: "song, stories, wit, humour and dramatic excerpts" (SMH: 

31 May 1913, 2). The idea behind this enterprise, according to Hill, 

was "to get together and train a little body of earnest, sincere amateurs, 

who will act on this stage of ours the works of some of those men who 

seem to have pierced a little more deeply into the heart of things than 

others" (SMH: 2 June 1913, 3). The second concert, staged on 7 June 

1913, saw Rita Lyons present the soprano ballad from Hill's cantata 

Hinemoa. On 18 July the company even staged a revival of The 

Moorish Maid over a short season. The cast included seasoned 

performers such as Marcia Boulais and Vivien Ross-Browne. 1913 

also saw Hill appointed to the Advisory Committee establishing the 

N.S.W. Conservatorium of Music (it was eventually founded in 1916). 

In 1914 the Australian Opera league presented Hill's Giovanni and Fritz Hart's Pierrette in Sydney and 

Melbourne to mixed critical attention. The company folded soon afterwards, however, due in part to the advent of the 

First World War.  Not content to remain within the confines of music, Hill had his one act play Wattle Tree Farm 

staged on 28 July 1914 at the Repertory's theatre. During the year he also co-founded the Musical Association of New 

South Wales (later becoming its president), and continued to actively push for both a New Zealand Conservatorium of 

Music and for the foundation of an institute of Maori studies at Rotarua.  

In January 1916 Hill was invited to take up the position of the first Professor of Theory and Composition at the 

NSW State Conservatorium (he had been involved with the advisory committee for the establishment the 

Conservatorium for some two years). The following year his comic opera, The Rajah of Shivapore premiered in 

Sydney, include. Among its prestigious cast were Alice Bennetto, George Whitehead, Frederick Ward, while the 

orchestra performed under the baton of the composer. It toured to several major Australian centres and incited a number 

of burlesque versions over the next few years. The Brisbane Courier's "Music and Drama" column also records that Hill 

had already begun working on another opera, this time based on dramatic poem by Mrs E. Congeau (1 Dec. 1917, 12). 

Five years later that opera, Auster, premiered in Sydney for the first time on an Australian stage. 

In early 1922 Hill was also appointed deputy conductor for the N.S.W. State Orchestra's tour of New Zealand, 

and in September was elected to the position of chief conductor of the State Symphony Orchestra. During a visit to 

London in 1926 he recorded several of his compositions with the Mayfair Orchestra for HMV, including "Waiata Poi," 

"Tangi," the lake music from Hinemoa and "Waiata Maori." When ABC Radio station 2FC gave its premiere broadcast 

on 17 July 1929, Hill performed for the occasion as part of a State Conservatorium string quartet - the other musicians 

being Gerald Waklen, Gladstone Bell and Lloyd Davis. In 1935 he established his own Academy of Music, an 

institution which was to concentrate on the study of harmony, counterpoint, chamber music and opera. This enterprise 

failed to live up to its expectations, however, and eventually closed in January, 1937. From that point onwards Hill 

devoted himself fulltime to composition. Several pieces of music he composed during his later years were incorporated 

into locally produced motion pictures, with one of these being Ken G. Hall's The Broken Melody (1938). Loosely based 

on F. J. Thwaites novel about a talented violin player who falls on hard times before eventually finding fame and 

fortune through the love of a woman, the film's operetta scenes and main violin theme were scored by Hill (with all 

other incidental music by Horace Keats).  During the 1940s he also contributed additional incidental music to Charles 

Chauvel's Australian classic Forty Thousand Horsemen (1940) and another Hall film Smithy (1946). Two New 

Zealand film productions also had their scores composed by Hill, the first, which was filmed at Lake Tapu in 1930, was 

commissioned by American producer, Alexander Marky, who apparently took off with the film stock and Hill's score. 

The other score was for Rewi's Last Stand, produced in 1938 for New Zealand film pioneer, Rudolph Hayward. 



 

 792 

 

 

Alfred Hill died on 30 October 1960, aged almost ninety.  During his lifetime he had written more than five 

hundred compositions, including twelve symphonies, numerous concerti, a mass, seventeen string quartets and eight 

operas. On his death his manuscripts were donated by his widow, Mirrie Hill, to the Australian Broadcasting 

Commission's Federal Music Library. His papers were given to the Mitchell Library and his books and instruments to 

the NSW State Conservatorium. The composition award which now bears his name was also founded by Mirrie Hill in 

memory of her husband. Further recognition of his services to Australian music were accorded him, too, when he was 

made an Officer of the Order of the British Empire (1953) and appointed Companion of the Order of St Michael and St 

George (CMG) in 1960. Hill's strengths as a composer have generally been regarded as laying in his ability to construct 

pure melodic lines, and though the charm and fluency of his overall composition style. Sir Bernard Heinze once said 

that "composition in Australia owes much more to Hill than any other person who has ever written music here (qtd. in 

Atkinson et al, 110), a factor which can be seen in the fact that his career spanned the period in which traditional 

European music and early twentieth century Australian music first began to separate. It has also been argued that Hill 

may well have been able to carve out a career in Britain and Europe had it not been for illness and the advent of World 

War I at a time when his reputation and music was being promoted in good light. As Jeremy Commons, an authority on 

opera of the period has notes, Hill's melodic qualities and sense of form would have ensured that the composer held his 

own alongside his European contemporaries (see Thomson "Alfred Hill" 220). 

   
MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 
NEW JERUSALEM [cantata] Lib. [n/e]; Mus. Alfred Hill (n. yr); THE WHIPPING BOY [comic opera] Lib. Arthur H. Adams; Mus. Alfred Hill 

(1893, unperf);  HINEMOA  [cantata] Txt. Arthur Adams; Mus. Alfred Hill (1895); ALI BABA AND THE FORTY THIEVES  [pantomime]  Lib. 

Arthur H. Adams; Mus. various [n/e]; Add Mus. Leon Caron, Alfred Hill and George Pack (1898);   LADY DOLLY [comic opera]  Lib. Margery 
Browne;  Mus. Alfred Hill (1900); THE SLEEPING BEAUTY AND THE BEAST [pantomime] Lib. Monty Grover; Mus. Alfred Hill (1903); TAPU 

[romantic opera] Lib. Arthur H. Adams; Add Lib. David Souter; Mus. Alfred Hill (1903);   A MOORISH MAID  [comic opera] Txt. J. Youlin Birch; 

Mus. Alfred Hill (1905); DON QUIXOTE DE LA MANCHA [opera]  Lib. W. H. Beattie; Mus. Alfred Hill (1909);  TAWAHAKI [cantata] Lib. 
[n/e]; Mus. Alfred Hill (1909); TEORA, THE WEIRD FLUTE [opera] Lib. [n/e]; Mus. Alfred Hill (1913); GIOVANNI  [opera]  Lib. Harriet 

Callan; Mus. Alfred Hill (1914);  THE RAJAH OF SHIVAPORE [comic opera] Lib. David Souter; Mus. Alfred Hill (1917);  AUSTER  [opera]  

Lib/Mus. Alfred Hill (1922); THE SHIP OF HEAVEN [music theatre] Txt. Hugh McCrae; Mus. Alfred Hill (1933). 
 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 

"Alfred Hill."  ABC FM Radio broadcast. 14 Feb. (1978). 
"Alfred Hill Archive." Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW,  v. yrs. 

AMC database. 

Atkinson, Ann.  DPAA: (1996), 110. 
Commons, Jeremy.  "The Operas of Alfred Hill." In  Opera in New Zealand: Aspects of History and Performance. (1990), 61-74. 

Irvin, Eric.  Dictionary of Australian Theatre 1788-1914. (1985), 125-6. 

McCreadie, Andrew D.  "Alfred Hill." In  Australian Composition in the Twentieth Century (1978), 7-18. 
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---   "Alfred Hill." NGDM: 8 (1980), 558. 
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RICHARD HENGIST HORNE 
 

Author, seaman, poet, playwright, public servant, magistrate, journalist.  Richard Henry Horne (aka 
Richard Hengist Horne) was born on 31 December 1802 in Edmonton, London, and pursued a 

seafaring career in his youth. After returning to England he settled in London and turned to writing. 
He published a number of acclaimed works of poetry, prose as well as plays - notably Orion (poem), A 
New Spirit of the Age (prose) and an adaptation of The Duchess of Malfi (play). Horne travelled to 

Australia during the early gold rush era and took up a number of positions in the public service. He 
successfully staged one of his earlier plays, The Death of Marlowe (1837) at the Melbourne Theatre 

Royal in 1860, and collaborated with several Australian-based composers throughout the decade, 
including Dr Joseph Summers, Charles Horsley and Carl Schmitt. Best known works from this 
period are the masque, The South Sea Sisters (1866) and the cantata Galatea Secunda (1867). Other 
known works include a lyric drama, Prometheus the Firebringer (1864) and the opera Cazille. Horne 

returned to England in 1869, dying there in 1884. 

 

 A writer and editor whose career saw him work in a variety of genres including drama, fiction, poetry, literary 

criticism, book reviews, social commentary, and children's fiction, Richard Horne's personal life was equally varied in 

its pursuits. Upon graduating from the Sandhurst military college he applied for a position with the East India 
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Company. When his application was rejected Horne travelled to Mexico and served for several years as a midshipman 

in the Mexican navy. After leaving the navy he sought work as merchant seaman, basing himself in America, but 

eventually returned to England to embark on a literary career. His first poem to be published appeared in the Athenaeum 

in 1828. Over the next two decades Horne published several books and plays, and acted as editor for the Monthly 

Repository (1836-37). At one stage he published in that magazine an account of his earlier adventures when travelling 

the world. Two of his earlier successes were the poetical tragedies, Cosmo de Medici and The Death of Marlowe. 

Horne also published a wok entitled An Exposition of the False Mediums and Barriers Excluding Men of Genius 

from the Public. In this work he advocated the establishment of a literary and artistic society for the permanent support 

of men of superior ability in all departments of human genius and knowledge (A: 21 Jan. 1928, 26). Another notable 

publication was the two volume work The History of Napoleon.  

In 1843 Horne published what was to become his most critically and publicly acclaimed poem, the epic Orion. 

Indeed, it sold out its first three editions in a very brief time, in part because it captured the public's imagination and 

also because Horne placed several whimsical demands on the publishers, chiefly that it be sold at one farthing a copy, 

that not more than one copy should be sold to the one person, and that it should not be sold to a person who 

mispronounced the title. Following the publication of Orion, Horne published A New Spirit of the Age, the prose work 

for which he is best remembered. Containing essays on the men and women whom he considered best represented the 

literary spirit of the age, Horne was given a good deal of assistance in the writing of this work by Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning, with whom he had long been friendly and in correspondence (this correspondence was published in 1877 

under the title Letters of Elizabeth Barrett Browning Addressed to Robert Hengist Horne). A New Spirit of the Age 

met with severe criticism when it was first published because of its outspoken judgement on some of its subjects. At 

least four of Horne's plays are known to have been staged in London during this period, along with a re-written version 

of Webster's The Duchess of Malfi, which is believed to have been produced over the course of some fifty years in 

Australia, England and America.  

In 1852 Horne travelled to Australia as did countless others in search of a fortune in the Victorian goldfields.  

Having no luck as a miner, he found employment in a number of short-lived posts, including that of Commander of the 

Victorian Gold Escort (1852), Assistant Commissioner of Crown lands for the gold fields (1853-54), and some time 

later as territorial magistrate. His erratic behaviour saw him eventually dismissed from the civil service, however, and 

so in the late 1850s he returned to his career as a writer, a move which naturally included journalism. One of Horne's 

tragedies, The Death of Marlowe, which had premiered in London in 1837 when he was thirty-four years old, was 

successfully staged at Melbourne's Theatre Royal in July 1860, and led to Horne being offered the opportunity of 

having a new work staged in the city. Although his five act comedy in blank verse, A Spec in China, lasted only two 

nights after being severely criticised in the local press, he remained undeterred by this setback and continued to 

concentrate his efforts towards writing, albeit while employed as a warden at the Blue Mountains goldfield near 

Trentham. It was there that he wrote in 1864 the lyric drama Prometheus the Fire Bringer (1864).  

 By 1866 Horne had returned to Melbourne. Within a short period he re-established himself in the city's theatrical 

and musical circles, becoming at one stage president of the Garrick Club.  As president he organised in May 1866 a 

charity entertainment at the club for the Brooke Memorial Fund. One of the items presented was a threnody (dirge or 

song of lamentation) which he co-wrote with composer, Dr Joseph Summers (ARG: 8 May 1866, 5).  In October that 

same year Horne also staged the masque The South Sea Sisters (1866), a collaboration with composer Charles Horsley. 

This was produced as one of the highlights to the opening of the Melbourne Inter-colonial Exhibition. Successfully 

received by both audiences and critics alike, it was given a second performance a few nights later.  The "Corroboree 

Chorus" from South Sea Sisters was later incorporated into Helen Benlow's drama For Sixty Thousand Pounds, first 

staged at the Princess's Theatre, Sandhurst (Vic) on 2 November 1974 [see entry in 1874 file for details]. 

In 1867 Horne again collaborated with Joseph Summers, contributing the text to the cantata Galatea Secunda. It 

was around this time, too, that he changed his middle name from Henry to Hengist (he apparently came by the through a 

Blue Mountains miner).  His collaboration with composer Carl Schmitt in the late 1860s led to the completion of a three 

act opera titled Cazille. Schmitt tried in vein to get the work staged, but succeeded only in having several excerpts from 

the work presented during a benefit concert at the Sydney Masonic Hall in 1872. Horne's failure to get Cazille produced 

was of little consequence to him by then. Having become disillusionment with his Australian experiences, he had 

returned to England in 1869. A few years later he was granted a civil list pension of £50 a year, which was soon after 

raised to £100. He continued to write, producing a number of works over the next decade or so, but none of these was to 

match his earlier success. Horne died at Margate (England) on 13 March 1884. 
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 

SOUTH SEA SISTERS [musical masque] Lib. Richard Hengist Horne; Mus. Charles Horsley (1866);  CAZILLE  [operetta]  Lib. Richard Hengist 

Horne; Mus. Carl Schmitt (1872); 
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CHARLES HORSLEY 
 

Composer, musician, conductor, pedagogue, music critic. Born in London (England) on 16 

December 1822, Charles Horsley studied music in Germany and was later employed in England as 
organist, composer and teacher. His early compositions include the oratorios, David and Joseph 

(both written in the mid to late 1840s). He travelled to Australia in 1861 and initially settled in 

Melbourne where he was appointed organist to several churches and conductor of the Orpheus 
Union. While in Australia Horsley collaborated with R. H. Horne on the masque, The South Seas 
Sisters (1866), composed a number of cantatas, and acted as conductor for the Melbourne 

Philharmonic Society. He returned to England in 1871 after several years living in Sydney (1867-

70). His last known Australian composition to be staged while he resided in Australia was the 
cantata, Euterpe, produced in Melbourne in 1870. Horsley travelled to America in 1873 to take up 

position as a church organist. He died in New York in 1876. 
  

 The son of composer William Horsley, Charles Edward Horsley's family was closely associated with Felix 

Mendelssohn. Taking the famous composer's advice William Horsley sent his son to Germany to study under Moritz 

Hauptmann and Louis Spohr. Upon his return to England Charles found various employment opportunities as an 

organist, composer and music teacher. His achievements during his early career include composing two oratorios, 

David (ca.1846) and Joseph (ca.1849). He was also the organist at St John's, Notting Hill in London between 1853 and 

1857.  

 In 1861 Horsley travelled to Australia, where he settled in Melbourne. He was appointed to various positions over 

the next ten years, including those of organist at Christ Church (South Yarra), St Stephen's (Richmond) and St Francis' 

(Melbourne), along with, in 1866, the conductorship of the Orpheus Union (a musical society devoted almost 

exclusively to part-singing). During his time in Australia Horsley also acted as a music critic, wrote a number of 

compositions (including several cantatas), and conducted the Melbourne Philharmonic Society. In his history of the 

society, W. A. Carne records that Horsley's association with the society was not a happy one, though.  Although 

considered immeasurably superior to most of the musicians in the colony, he was voted out of the position in 1864 "and 

suffered a further humiliating defeat when he recontested the position in early 1866" (qtd. Fotheringham 195). Richard 

Fotheringham's introduction to The South Sea Sisters (arguably Horsley's most significant Australian work), indicates 

that the composers personality and eccentricity was at part to blame for his fallout. "He was apparently a highly 

introspective individual who could forget that he was playing the organ for a church service and begin improvising." 

Fotheringham further notes that his conducting allegedly suffered from his inability to beat time clearly (195).   

 Horsley was forced to move from Melbourne to Sydney in 1867 after being declared insolvent. His bankruptcy 

was the result of heavy losses he incurred the previous year as organiser of the Melbourne Intercolonial Exhibition's 

music festival. Despite the financial problems, the highlight of the music programme was undoubtedly Horsley's lyric 

masque, The South Sea Sisters, composed to a libretto by Richard Henry (Hengist) Horne. One particular feature, aside 

from the sheer size of the cast (some three hundred singers and musicians) was Horsley's imitation of an Aboriginal 

corroboree – which the Age records was encored three times (A: 25 Oct. 1866, 7). The Argus notes, too, that it 

electrified the audience and brought forward 'thunders of applause' (27 Oct. 1866, Supp 4). Interestingly, the musical 

programme which Horsley put together appears to have largely comprised Philharmonic Society members, including its 

leading soloists (Fotheringham 195). Another of his compositions to be presented as part of the musical programme was 

"The Exhibition March." The work's popularity saw it revived several times over the next decade, one such time being a 

concert put together in early 1878 by its original organist David Lee (Melbourne Town Hall, 2 February).    

 In 1870 Horsley returned briefly to Melbourne in order to undertake a commission to compose a cantata to one of 

Henry Kendall's poem. The work, titled Euterpe was performed at the Melbourne Town Hall in August 1870 (it also 

received a performance in London in 1976). Not long after completing the cantata Horsley returned to England, but by 

1873 he had again moved on, this time to New York. It was here that he became both the organist at St John's Chapel 

and conductor for the Church Music Association. He died on 28 February 1876 in New York. 
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 

SOUTH SEA SISTERS [musical masque] Lib. Richard Hengist Horne; Mus. Charles Horsley (1866). 
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BERT HOWARD 
 

Vaudeville and boxing entrepreneur, film exhibitor. Born in 1879, The Rocks, Sydney. Known 

variously as "The Droll," and "The Lord Mayor of Poverty Point," Bert Howard worked for Harry 
Rickards, Harry Clay and J.C. Bain in his early theatrical career. Around 1910 he began running 
picture shows in the Sydney Suburbs in addition to his involvement in the boxing industry - which 
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saw him managing several high profile Australian fighters. He later formed his own vaudeville 
circuit and on several occasions joined forces with other managers – notably Frank Graham (1913-
16) and Ike Beck (1917). His ventures around this time also included a booking agency. Howard is 
known to have had an entrepreneurial association with James H. White in the late 1920s, and to 

have continued to running vaudeville, pantomime and pictures in Sydney and NSW into the early 
1930s.  

 

 One of Sydney's leading B circuit vaudeville managers and entrepreneurs - a group headed by Harry Clay and 

consisting of others such as Jacky Landow, Frank Reis and Harry Sadler - Bert Howard started out as a newsboy at 

Circular Quay. He later became interested in the fight game, trying his hand as a lightweight boxer, before eventually 

turning to management. One of his earliest managerial successes was in helping Tommy Dillon win at a tournament at 

Waterloo. As a young man Howard was taken under the wing of Harry Rickards. He initially sold song books at the 

Tivoli Theatre, and was later employed as Rickards' office-assistant and valet. He left Rickards after twelve years and 

attempted a career in vaudeville, finding regular employment with Harry Clay's newly formed company for some five 

years (ca. 1901-1906). He is also believed to have toured through Queensland with Clay on at least one occasion. 

Howard later undertook similar employment with J. C. Bain for a further five years or so.  Between around 1910 and 

1916 Howard worked the suburbs of Sydney as a film exhibitor with Humbert Pugliese,
26

 while also continuing to be 

involved in boxing management and promotion. In later years Howard claimed that he and Pugliese were the first to 

introduce moving pictures to many of Sydney's suburbs.  During that time he is also known to have been employed for 

some two years as a stage manager for the Fullers and as a manager for both Dr Richard Rowe (magician/spiritualist) 

and Norwood (an American hypnotist). Taking the advice of Clay's manager Wally Edwards, Howard originated the 

Sunday night concerts at the old Gaiety Theatre, and began presenting vaudeville and pictures around a small circuit in 

Sydney on his own. Sometime around late 1913 he joined forces with Frank Graham. The pair jointly presented pictures 

shows and vaudeville around Sydney for two years or more. 

 It is not clear why Bert Howard became known as 'The Droll' (and sometimes as 'The King Droll'), although one 

might speculate that it had to do with his personality or demeanour. Certainly by 1913 the moniker was regularly 

associated with him in the industry magazines. Australian Variety records, for example: "Bert Howard, 'The Droll,' 

wishes it to be distinctly understood that he is still in the business, despite the many knockers who would keep him out 

if they could. At present Bert is running his own show, and also works in conjunction with Frank Graham (29 Oct. 

1913, 6). A few months later the same magazine reported that "Long Bert Howard is also helping local acts get three 

regular meals and the usual bed nowanights. The King Droll is a battler who strikes adversity now and again, but he is 

some fighter, believe me" (14 Jan. 1914, n. pag.).  Although renowned for conducting his business from a doorway at 

Sydney's Poverty Point, often leaving messages in chalk on the footpath, it appears that Howard's official place of 

business was not the doorway but an upstairs office, as indicated by a par published in Australian Variety in 1917. "The 

King of Drolls appeared to be very disconsolate one day last week. On Wong Toy Sun asking the reason, the big fellow 

said: - "Here I am with a fine office, everything I want, and to think that I cannot 'bridge' it to Dr Richard Rowe right 

away. When he comes back the newness will be worn off" (16 May 1917, n. pag.).  

In June 1917, having by then split with Frank Graham, Howard teamed up with the relatively inexperienced 

vaudeville artist/manager, Ike Beck, who was known in Sydney circles as the "fashion plate" (see Ike Beck entry in this 

appendix). Together they presented vaudeville and pictures in Redfern, Mascot, Leichhardt, Burwood and Rozelle. The 

operations were known as Beck and Howard's Vaudeville Enterprises, with their business headquarters established at 9 

Commercial Chambers, 80 Bathurst Street, Sydney. The partnership did not last long, however, due, one might suggest 

to their quite different natures and experiences - with Beck being the style conscious man-about-town, and Howard a 

street fighter from the Rocks.  

After parting ways with Beck, Howard opened up his own booking agency and in 1918 expanded his operations, 

servicing suburbs such as Crows Nest, Leichhardt, Auburn, Granville and Hornsby in addition to several country 

touring circuits. In 1919, after patching up their differences, Howard engaged Ike Beck for his circuit as a vaudeville 

performer during Beck's hiatus from his own managerial activities. Howard's circuit had also by this time expanded into 

the Blue Mountains area. In 1920 his Sydney circuit was Leichhardt, Arncliffe, Lidcombe, Parramatta, and Granville. 

Howard continued as a vaudeville and picture show entrepreneur right up until at least the early 1930s, his circuit 

over the 1928 and 1929 period included, for instance; Campsie, Manly, Burwood, Bankstown, Parramatta, Earlwood, 

Granville. Around this time, too, he toured pantomimes like Beauty and the Beast through a number of regional centres 

including the Hunter circuit (ca. Jan. 1928). His troupe included well-known performers like Arthur Morley, Wal 

Rockley, Dan Thomas and Percy King. This venture was apparently going well until Howard was struck down with a 

seriously debilitating illness which required four operations and knocked both him and the tour out of action. While laid 

up his company was run by James H. White, Harry Clay's ex-Theatrical Agency manager, and a small-time 

entrepreneur in his own right. Upon recovering his health, Howard returned to his suburban circuit, continuing his 

career of thirty or so years in Sydney theatrical management. In 1929 he  claimed to have been the first manager to 

introduce revusicals to the suburbs, suggesting that if anyone wanted to argue "let's see if they can remember a company 

earlier than Arthur Morley's, On the Sands with Amy Rochelle, Jim Caldwell, the Phillip Sisters, the Dudleys, Morley 

and Bates, Will Rollow and Ted Stanley" (Howard 104).
27

 He has also claimed to have given Nellie Kolle her first 

success, prior to the English male impersonator’s metropolitan successes. Some doubt exists regarding both claims, 

                                                           
26      Pugliese was also associated with the Alhambra Theatre around this period. 
27  Interestingly, this company sounds suspiciously like Harry Clay’s No 1 Revue Company. At this point there is no explanation for such a 

similarity. Clay began presenting revues in 1916, at a time when each of those artists was known to have been in his regular employment.  
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however, as the earliest record of that production located to date is with Harry Clay (late 1915), and Kolle's first six 

years in Australasia were almost exclusively with the Fullers. 
 

 
 

Bert Howard 

"Lord Mayor of Poverty Point" 
Everyone's 12 Dec. 1928, 136. 
(Courtesy of the Mitchell Library) 

        As a fight manager, Howard gained some 

recognition for his involvement in the careers of 

Bob Whitelaw, Arthur Cripps, and Tommy 

Hanley. He also toured such fighters as Billy 

McColl, George Johns and heavyweight title 

contender Bill Squires. His involvement with 

vaudeville saw him employ a great number of 

Australian artists over the years, although in no 

way comparable to that of his fellow B circuit 

manager, Harry Clay. However, many of the 

leading artists Howard engaged were also 

associated at one time or another with Clay's, 

Rickards and the Fullers. 

         Bert Howard was well-known for his 

generous charity work during his career. As he 

himself noted, "while it makes an old showman 

like me mighty happy to hear the money clinking 

in the box-office, maybe I get more happiness out 

of hearing the chuckles when we give the 

Lidcombe Hospital a show, or the yells of the 

youngsters when we play the Boys' Farm at 

Mittagong..." (Howard 104). It appears, though, 

that like his contemporary, Harry Sadler, Bert 

Howard's had its fair share of ups and downs. He 

also attracted a good deal of criticism from within 

some quarters of the industry over the years - 

although the reasons for this are unclear. A June 

1917 par published in Australian Variety gives 

some additional insight into Howard and his 

career to that early stage: 
 

  

Success kills some people, but not so with Bert Howard, who despite the fact that he is now doing better than at 

any other period during the past ten years, has plenty of time for his less fortunate professional brethren. At the 

same time there are a few who still "knock" and the big fellow now and again has a little of this commodity 

directed against him. It would be better if some of these loafers took a leaf out of The Droll's book, and got a 

hustle on!  Whilst they are asleep he is working for himself and the new firm. When not with them he is doing 

business for somebody else. Beck and Howard are now doing fine business, and the latter says that with Ike 

behind him he is not afraid of anybody in the show business (13 June 1917, n. pag.). 
 

Two articles published in Everyone's towards the end of the 1920s also indicate that Howard's career in the suburbs 

during the early film years was one of a pioneer, and in this respect he routinely presented film and vaudeville to 

audiences who only visited the larger city-based entertainment venues on an infrequent basis: 
 

It is not generally known that Bert Howard was at one time a picture showman, and many Sydney suburbs now 

possessing an elaborate theatre saw its first films screened by the Howardscope. The Droll specialised in Sunday 

evening screenings and he numbered among his audiences of the time many who are now prominent exhibitors. 

In addition to the pictorial offering, artists helped the show along, and the favourites included Clyde Cook, Nat 

Phillips, George Sorlie, Tom Armstrong, Bronco Wallace and George Clements, who was the real big noise with 

a line-up of illustrated songs. With such films as The Life and Death of Ned Kelly and The Life of Buffalo Bill, the 

show was always good for an extension of the season to three or four nights in all centres (9 Jan. 1929, 49). 
 

I used to be a magnate in the days when the only two syllable word anyone in the picture business knew was 

'Fillum.' We had the 'Howardscope,' Harry Harrison, Joe Dunn, Daddy Franklin, and me, with Humbert Pugliese 

as operator. It was one of the first movie outfits to go on tour, with the Clement Bros, Charles Rodgers, Olive 

(Baby) Carr, Doris Tindall, Jack West, Baby Josie Johnson and Scott and Wallace as added attractions. Just as 

well we had those added attractions, because half the time we had no picture show. Plop -flop- plop! And the 

machine was a bust (11 Dec. 1929, 104). 
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JOHN HOWSON 
 

Composer, musician, singer, actor. Born in England ca.1819, John Howson arrived in Australia in 

1842. He was largely associated with the Royal Victoria and Prince of Wales theatres during the 
1840s, staging Shakespeare and contemporary works from London and America. He appeared with 
brother, Frank, in Isaac Nathan's Don John of Austria, the first opera to be written and staged in 

Australia (1847). Howson's opera The Corsair was staged in 1848. He also acted in and adapted the 
music for Maritana (1849). Howson later toured Australia with various troupes including Andrew 

Torning's company. He died in 1888. 
  

 A highly regarded tenor, trombonist, orchestrator and composer, John Howson was born into a musical family. 

His siblings included Frank (1817-1869), an actor, director and stage manager who Eric Irvin describes as the 'cleverest 

of the brothers' (136); and Emma, later Emma Albertazzi, (1844-1928), their younger sister. All three were regarded as 

especially fine singers and went on to establish high profile reputations in Australia. Although John and Frank each 

displayed a precocious talent for vocal and instrumental music, older brother Frank initially sought a military career. 

John in the meantime concentrated on establishing his credentials in the world of music and theatre. His early career 

saw him appear at several prominent London theatres including the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane. After Frank returned 

from the Carlist wars in Spain ca.1840, the pair determined to immigrate to Australia. In 1842 they accepted an 

engagement to tour Australia for singer and entrepreneur Anna Clarke. In 1843, following their extended season in 

Hobart performing in various concerts and opera, the Howsons moved to Sydney where they presented an extensive 

repertoire of drama and music theatre at the Royal Victoria (1845-1855) and the Prince of Wales Theatre (from 1855). 

Their productions ranged from Shakespeare's Macbeth, The Merry Wives of Windsor and Hamlet to more 

contemporary works like The Hunchback, The Lady of Lyons and Money. The numerous operas staged by the brothers 

included: The Barber of Seville, Fra Diavolo, The Bohemian Girl, Lucia di Lammermoor, Maritana, The Marriage 

of Figaro and La Sonnambula. Both brothers also appeared in the world premiere of Isaac Nathan's Don John of 

Austria (1847), which is itself historically significant, being the first opera to have been written and staged in Australia. 

John took the role of Phillip II, and Frank that of the protagonist, Don John.  

In 1848 the brothers presented The Corsair, an opera written by John Howson. The libretto is based on the same 

Byron poem that Verdi had founded his Il Corsaro on. Another notable production from around this period was the 

Australian premiere of Maritana (1849), for which John both arranged the music and played the role of Don Caesar. In 

1853 Frank adapted the text for a musical farce, Rogers Worried (from the Mark Lemon and B. M. Webster farce 

Keeley's Worried) which was staged at the Royal Victoria Theatre. From 1856 he and John toured the Australian 

colonies as members of a company managed by Andrew and Louise Torning. Both were engaged as actors, with Frank 

taking on the additional position of stage manger and John as music director. With the arrival of W. S. Lyster in 1861, 

the Howsons, as did many other companies staging music theatre, found their productions suddenly outclassed. As a 

consequence Frank Howson left Australia for America in 1866, touring there with his own English and Italian Opera 

Troupe. The company included four of his children. He died in the USA in 1869 from cancer. Similarly, John Howson 

found the Lyster company impossible to compete with and around the same time that Frank left Australia he also 

travelled to the USA where he established himself with a number of opera and operetta companies. He died on 16 Feb. 

1888.  

Eric Irvin, in The Dictionary of Australian Theatre, draws our attention to the passion, determination and 

ingenuity displayed by early music theatre pioneers such as the Howson who "had to cope with every imaginable 

difficulty - a shortage of sheet music; difficulty in getting and training a chorus; tenors having to sing baritone roles, 

sopranos singing tenor roles, and inadequate orchestras. More often than not operas had to be given in shortened 

versions, so as to fit in with the long programmes demanded at the time. But there were also times when [the brothers 

were] able to produce an opera as written, worth all the necessary soloists, a chorus, and adequate orchestra, and 

appropriate costumes and settings" (138). 
 
MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 

THE CORSAIR  [opera]  Lib Adapt (from Lord Byron); Mus. John Howson (1848). 
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JACK KEARNS 
 

Comedian, acrobat, dancer, singer, vaudeville manager, pantomime dame. Born John Edmond 
Kearns at Waterloo, Sydney, in 1872, Porky Kearns' first professional stage appearance is believed to 
have been in 1890 with the Anglo-American Frolics Company (Syd). He joined forces with American 

acrobat/comedian, Albert McKisson, after the pair met during their engagement by Alfred Dampier 
for Jack the Giant Killer (Melb, 1891). Over the next ten years McKisson and Kearns were associated 
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with J. C. Williamson, George Coppin, Bland Holt, John Fuller Snr and Harry Rickards. Following 
the decision to split (c1902), Kearns and his wife Ida Tauchert (1875-1913), the sister of Arthur 
Tauchert (and also known by the stage name Ida Rosslyn), toured as solo acts for a variety of 
managements - including Harry Rickards, Tommy Hudson, James Brennan, J. C. Bain and Dix-

Baker (Newcastle). Kearns also operated his own variety company over the years, touring mostly with 
his daughter, Vera, after the death of his wife in 1913. In 1916 Kearns teamed up with Harry Sadler 
to manage the Princess Theatre (Syd) for the Fullers. In July that year, after a season of revusical 
productions, including several of Kearns' own works, the pair presented the first Stiffy and Mo 

revusicals. Kearns continued to hold a senior position in Australian variety up until his death in 
1929. His final decade in the industry also saw him become one of the country's premiere 
pantomime dames. 

 

There is one thing I do object to - the sending of children to hotels for your booze. It isn't fair. No; we should 

have it laid on to our homes - like water or the gas (Jack Kearns).28 
 

 Knockabout variety entertainer John "Jack" Kearns, better known to the Australian public as "Porky" Kearns, 

carved out a high profile career on the Australia that spanned almost forty years beginning in the early 1890s. Along 

with Will Whitburn, Kearns became one of the key links between the great Australian minstrel comics of the 1880s and 

1890s (men such as W. Horace Bent, Charles Pope and Irving Sayles) and the "new" tradition of Australian acrobatic 

comedians to emerge in the immediate post-WWI years (notably Jim Gerald, George Wallace, Dinks Patterson and 

Arthur Tauchert). Although his career as a writer of revusicals was brief, Kearns nevertheless played a role in helping 

stimulate ideas and production opportunities during the genre's early development. While his name no longer holds any 

relevance to Australians, a survey of newspapers and industry magazines from his era indicates that he was every bit a 

household name in most parts of Australia. As Everyone's records following his death in 1929: "His passing removes 

another of the identities of the old show world and rekindles memories of the brave days when McKisson and Kearns 

were names to conjure with…. [and] it is doubtful if there had ever been a vaudeville management for who he [had] not 

worked" (18 Dec. 1929, 37). 

 Although Jack Kearns once described himself as a "Sydney native," he in fact spent much of his youth growing up 

in the mid-west NSW township of Bathurst, and later near Port Macquarie. Born John Edmond Kearns at Waterloo in 

1872, he was the second child of Thomas and Elizabeth Catherine (nee Pollard) Kearns.
29

 His father, Thomas Kearns, 

had been born in the inner city locality of St James in 1847 to Michael and Honora Kearns, but had similarly been 

raised in the Bathurst area. He and Elizabeth had been married in the nearby township Hartley in 1870, the same year 

they had their first child, Catherine. Two years later, while possibly visiting Sydney, their second child John was born. 

His next three siblings, Rebecca (1874), Francis John (1876) and Anne (1879) were all born in Bathurst; while the last 

two Kearns children, daughters Maria (1883) and Emily (1885), were born at East Macquarie.
30

 While little else is 

known about Kearns' early life, according to an interview published in the April 1913 issue of the Theatre, he spent 

some five years in the boot making trade as an apprentice/employee of John Hunter and Sons (Redfern, Sydney) before 

making his professional debut on the stage in 1890 (33). This would seem to indicate that he returned to Sydney either 

with his family or on his own sometime around 1885.   

 Jack Kearns' debut professional stage engagement is believed to have been in 1890 at Sydney's Academy of the 

Arts with the American Frolics Company. He made his first pantomime appearance the following Christmas in Alfred 

Dampier's Jack the Giant Killer (Alexandra Theatre, Melb). Also among the cast was Albert McKisson, an American 

acrobatic song and dance man, routinely described as the "Wondrous McKisson." He had previously been working a 

double act known as Crawford and McKisson. Little is known of this pairing apart from engagements with the 

American Frolics in 1890 and with Frank M. Clark at the Melbourne Gaiety Theatre in early 1891. Kearns and 

McKisson were both cast by Dampier as Spirits, with McKisson, having at that stage a more established reputation, also 

taking on the additional and more prominent role of Tarantula, the Spider King. An Age review of the production, 

which includes glowing praise of McKisson's performance, gives some idea of at least one aspect of the possibilities on 

offer in later McKisson and Kearns stage shows: "Gifted with incredible agility, whenever he clung by an eyebrow from 

the wings or supported himself in mid-air by his teeth, or leapt at one bound across the stage. The wondrous 

McKisson… evoked thunders of applause, and when he rested in difficult places or impossible attitudes by means 

apparently, of a facial expression only, the applause was tremendous and well deserved" (26 Dec. 1891, 10). Within a 

year McKisson and Kearns had formed a partnership and established themselves almost immediately as a top line act. 

They maintained this position over the next ten to twelve years and as a consequence were viewed by their 

contemporary Australian public as the most popular knockabout minstrel and vaudeville comedy act to have emerged 

on the local stage, accepting engagements with all the leading Sydney and Melbourne-based minstrel and vaudeville 

managements as well as making frequent regional and interstate tours.  

McKisson and Kearns' first known engagement following the Dampier pantomime was on 23 February 1892 with 

the U.S. Minstrels, then based at Melbourne's Victoria Hall. Advertisements (which sometimes saw them billed as 

McKisson and Krans or McKisson and Kraus) describe the pair as "premiere acrobatiques and song and dance artists."  

The US Minstrel engagement lasted through to late May, after which they undertook a country tour (NSW and possibly 

Victoria) with a company formed by Charles Fanning. While in Wagga Wagga on that tour Kearns' married Ida 

                                                           
28     TT: Oct. 1919, 28. 
29      Kearns' family published his death notice in the Age, recording his middle name as Edward, the name he also gave to his son (17 Dec. 1929, 
1). His birth certificate, however, records the middle name as being Edmond. 
30      Birth certificate registrations indicate that the family resided in East Macquarie, which lies on one side of the Coolenbang River opposite West 

Macquarie (Wells 244-5). 
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Tauchert (aka Ida Rosslyn), who had previously appearing with Dan Tracey.
31

 By September the three performers were 

back in Melbourne appearing with Tracey at the Gaiety Theatre. Again advertised as company's featured "knockabout 

comedians," McKisson and Kearns stayed with the American entrepreneur until late November/early December. The 

first year of their partnership saw them also cast as "acrobatic fiends" in George Coppin and Bland Holt's Christmas 

pantomime Babes in the Wood (Theatre Royal, Melb). The Age theatre critic wrote of their contribution: "McKisson 

and Kearns were perfectly at home in an exhibition of horse play, falling about the stage and tumbling over each other 

as much as the most exacting gallery boy could desire" (24 Dec. 1892, 10). The following year they appeared in the J. 

C. Williamson pantomime Little Red Riding Hood (Princess Theatre, Melb), with Kearns playing the dual roles of Ah 

Dude and Johnny Stout and McKisson similarly cast as Pantaloon and Johnny Green.  

 

 
 

Jack Kearns 
"The John Bunney of Australia" 

From Isadore Brodsky Sydney Looks Back (1962). 

 

 Throughout  the remainder of the 1890s the pair were offered engagements with all the leading minstrel and 

vaudeville managements, playing regular seasons in Sydney and Melbourne as well as making appearances on the 

established regional, interstate and New Zealand circuits.  Chief among those eager to engage their services was Harry 

Rickards, who is known to have featured their act at his Sydney Tivoli Theatre frequently during the mid to late 1890s. 

It was during the latter part of the decade, too, that Jack Kearns' natural comedic ability also saw him carve out a 

reputation as a top line "tambo" endman. Isadore Brodsky records in later years, that Kearns set himself apart from all 

others who played this important minstrel role, at least in Australia. According to Brodsky, Kearns "made blackface 

history" through his unique use of the tambourine as a means of punctuating the comic delivery (40).   

 Surprisingly, although McKisson and Kearns were frequently described as either a "song and dance team" or 

simply "he two knockabouts"), Kearns was not initially involved in the singing part of their act. Recalling his early 

career Kearns indicates that he had been in the "business" some seven or eight years [before] he began to include 

singing into his performances. This had apparently been forced upon him the first time he appeared on stage in an 

endman role. Kearns recalls: "One night I went on the corner through an endman being away. I had to try a song. Others 

encouraged me, with the result that I followed up singing from that time. Singing is much easier than acrobatic-work; 

and there is more money in it."  The interviewer makes a light-hearted response to this insight, however, proposing that 

there are some who "have known Mr Kearns for seventeen or eighteen years, and have not yet made the discovery that 

                                                           
31      Tauchert was the older sister of Arthur Tauchert, best remembered today as the star of The Sentimental Bloke (1919). Jack and Ida Kearns later 

had two children, Vera (born 1894) and Edward (aka King), born in 1907. 
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he can sing" (TT: Apr. 1913, 33). This suggests that Albert McKisson sang the musical numbers during their act (with 

Kearns possibly supplying spoken patter lines or retorts), and that although Kearns would later establish himself as a 

songs and dance man, his lack of vocal ability may have been a quality that initially endeared him to audiences during 

his early solo career. Certainly by the early 1900s his stage act revolved around a combination of comedy and singing. 

Indeed, one of his most frequently performed numbers around this period is said to have been the comic song, "For the 

Rent." The right of performance to this number had apparently been given to him by Fred Curren, and Kearns later 

passed it on to Tom Dawson (ca.1908), with the latter also scoring much success with it over a period of some five 

years or more. 

 It is not yet clear when McKisson and Kearns parted ways, although several references to the pair indicate that 

this must have occurred between 1901 and 1904. In a "Twenty Years Ago" column published in 1921, Everyone's 

recalls: "McKisson and Kearns were recognised as the greatest comedy knockabout artists in Australia - and elsewhere 

for that matter." In describing their act some three years later as "the greatest knockabout turn of the last century," the 

same magazine indicates that the pair enjoyed a partnership "of nearly a score of years" (24 Nov. 1924, 36). There is 

little doubt that Kearns was in great demand for pantomime and minstrel/ vaudeville engagements during the first years 

of the new century, being known to have appeared in prominent pantomime roles such as Friday in the John Fuller Snr 

production of Robinson Crusoe (Empire Theatre, Syd) beginning Boxing Day 1901. He also maintained a regular spot 

on Harry Rickards programmes up until at least June 1905, while also accepting short term engagements with other 

leading variety organizations of that period. For some three and a half years following his last known engagements with 

Rickards (late 1908/early 1909) and James Brennan (National Amphitheatre, Syd, ca. Feb. 1909), Kearns and Ida 

Tauchert/Rosslyn were engaged by Tommy Hudson to headline his Surprise Party company. The troupe is known to 

have toured China and India on two occasions. Kearns records that "Mr Hudson [was] the only man who ever did any 

good with vaudeville in the East. At Calcutta [we] used to play for five months at a time" (TT: Apr. 1913, 33). It is 

likely that Vera Kearns, who was by then about to enter her early teens, would have also been engaged by Hudson as a 

child soubrette/solo performer. 

 Upon settling back in Australia Kearns took up a two year contract with James Brennan – which he claims was a  

record for an Australian comic up until that time (TT: Apr. 1913, 33), and followed this with an extended season under 

Jimmy Bain as the Sydney-based showman's first headline attraction at the Princess Theatre (beginning c1911). 

Reviews of Kearns' performances during his time with James Brennan (he had not yet taken on the portly shape that 

gave him his popular moniker, "Porky") describe him as a very clever comic, although a somewhat down-market one at 

that. "Why does Jack Kearns wear such broken-down clothes as an endman singer" complained the Theatre in May 

1909 (18). The following year the same magazine wrote, "Kearns, the audience's prime favourite, is really hopeless as 

to appearance… What pleasure he can get out of soiled and ragged garments the Theatre is at a loss to know" (Jan. 

1910, 23).  Despite these criticisms it is obvious that the comic attracted much of the attention whenever he appeared on 

a bill. "The greatest favourite at the National, and one of whom the huge audiences never seem to tire, is clever Jack 

Kearns. When he comes on as a mother's dumpling and coquettishly shouts 'saw yer first' or 'tig' to the people," records 

the Theatre, "they are immensely tickled, and applaud him frantically. Three or four recalls are every night occurrences, 

and his last song is generally as funny as his first, which is saying a good deal" (Sept. 1909, 18). 

 In early 1911 Kearns left James Brennan, to take up a contract with J. C. Bain at the Princess Theatre. Jimmy Bain 

had been in partnership with Brennan since around 1907, being variously described as Managing Director or General 

Manager of the company operating as Brennan's Amphitheatres Limited. The Brennan/Bain split, which came about 

following Brennan's decision to amalgamate his operations with the Fullers, meant that Kearns had to decide who to go 

with. Tempted by the higher salary and "a berth for [both] Mrs Kearns and [his] daughter," he took up Bain's offer, 

becoming the manager's first, and arguably greatest, local headline attraction. Although Kearns maintained a long and 

successful association with Bain, in latter years he admitted some regret over leaving Brennan, recalling the decision "a 

great mistake" as "Brennan had treated [him] very generously" (TT: Apr. 1913, 33). Nevertheless, by 1912 Bain's 

Advanced Vaudeville Entertainers were enjoying a good deal of success in Sydney, with the company operating a small 

suburban circuit, which included (along with the Princess Theatre) the North Sydney Coliseum (later known as Clay's 

Coliseum), the Coronation Theatre (Bondi Junction) and the Acme Theatre at Rockdale. During his four years with 

Bain, Kearns worked alongside many other leading local performers including George Sorlie, Max Martin, Con Moreni, 

James Craydon, Louie Duggan, Olga Pennington and his brother-in-law Arthur Tauchert. 

        Kearns made an attempt at vaudeville management himself, securing the Parramatta Picture Palace sometime in 

March 1913. The Theatre indicates that this "isn't by any means the first time he has been in management on his own 

account" (Apr. 1913, 33). The venture did not last much beyond April though due to the serious, and ultimately fatal, 

health problems his wife began suffering around the same period. Kearns continued to maintain his presence on the 

variety stage throughout the year, notably with J. C. Bain and Dix-Baker (Hunter Valley), as did his daughter, Vera, 

then twenty and gaining much acclaim as a promising soubrette. Their lives were put on hold in December that year, 

however, when Ida Tauchert died at their residence.
32

 She was aged only thirty-eight years. Kearns and his daughter 

were left to look after the youngest member of the family, eight year old Edward. He would later live with his sister in 

Melbourne after her marriage to well-known New Zealand jockey, Ashley Reed. 
33

   
 

                                                           
32      210 Oxford Street, Paddington. 
33      Vera Kearns and Ashley Reed were married in late 1917. Although initially intending to live in New Zealand, the pair soon returned to 

Australia, settling in Melbourne, at which time it is believed Vera retired from the stage. The couple had at least one child, named Jack.  
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Ida Tauchert and Vera Kearns 
Nat Phillips Collection (Box 11) 

(Courtesy of Fryer Library, University of  

Queensland) 

        By 1914 both Jack and Vera Kearns were frequently 

appearing on the same bill, both individually and together. 

Their engagements during the next few years regularly 

alternated between the Dix-Baker Hunter circuit (which 

included the Victoria Theatre, Newcastle) and J. C. Bain's 

Sydney operations. It is clear, too, that by 1914 Kearns (who 

that year also appeared on the front cover of Australian Variety 

for the first time)
34

 was writing much of his own comic 

material, including such songs as "One Knocker to Another" (a 

collaboration with Jimmy Craydon
35

). Its first known 

performance was at the Princess Theatre in late 

September/early October. Anther popular success was "I Think 

I'd Better Shift this Scene," also performed at the Princess 

Theatre in 1914. In November that year  Kearns signed on with 

Harry Clay, then operating primarily out of the Bridge Theatre, 

Newtown. Australian Variety noted at the time: "Jack Kearns, 

whose name is a household word, is just as big a favourite at 

Clay's as when he was the riot at Bain's Princess Theatre, which 

explains for itself" (25 Nov. 1914, n. pag.). Over December and 

January Kearns' reportedly also made frequent trips to 

Newcastle in order to take part the filming of a short comedy 

fight picture, The Unknown. His association with boxing was 

not new, having by then established himself as a promoter and 

participant in celebrity boxing matches. As Australian Variety 

recorded back in 1913: "Porky Kearns and Harry Stone are 

presenting the funniest boxing bout ever known within the 

history of the Princess. Stone… concludes his entertainment 

with a one-round spar in which he has the porky one as an 

opponent… all lovers of good, clean boxing should see this 

humorous burlesque" (17 Dec. 1914, n. pag.). The Unknown, 

directed by American film maker, John E. Matthews for the 

Fraser Film Release and Photographic Company, premiered at 

Waddington's Globe Theatre (Syd) on 1 February 1915.  

 By May 1915 Kearns was ensconced in Brisbane as the headline act for Walter Morris' Merry Minstrel Company. 

The Theatre writes in its June issue that vaudeville would "have to be in a very bad way before Porky finds it 

impossible to get something to do. There isn't a more popular black-faced Australian in the Australian show-business 

today" (June 1915, 49). In August Kearns' took up an engagement in Sydney with Beaumont Smith and Leslie Hoskins, 

appearing as Bill Guff in the musical comedy Stop Your Nonsense (Theatre Royal, 14 Aug.). Australian Variety said of 

his role, in the show: "Porky Kearns doesn't need to act. His work is too natural. But the big fellow goes one better; he 

just hops on in Stop Your Nonsense, and would appear to do just as he likes. As a result, he gets any amount of laughs 

(18 Aug. 1915, 12). Typical of his line of work in both this production and his vaudeville act is his line: "I'm a scene-

shifter by trade and a beer-sinker by birth" (TT: Sept. 1915, 11). He returned to the Fullers' Princess Theatre (Syd) by 

mid-September, at which time Australian Variety wrote of his performance: "Porky Kearns is the power behind the 

throne in the farcical work at the Princess. He works in a most unorthodox fashion, and never fails to pull down a laugh 

with his improvisations" (22 Sept. 1915, 2). Within a few weeks, however, he was back in Brisbane playing the Tivoli 

Roof garden under for Hugh D. McIntosh's management. Headlining his own company, which included his daughter 

Vera, Joe Rox, Harry Little, Bert Warne and James Bell, Kearns presented a first part minstrel revival entitled 

Cloudland (16-19 Oct.). Further insights into Kearns' onstage personality can be gleaned from an Australian Variety par 

in early December, which sees him promoting his reputation as a vaudeville pugilist (and particularly the power of his 

left hook) to a fellow comic: "If I hit you on the jaw with it, then it’s the cemetery for you; and if I miss, the draught as  

it flies past your chin will give you pneumonia, so that you are up against it which ever way you go (8 Dec. 1915, 8).  

The week before Christmas 1915 saw Jack and Vera back in Melbourne to reprise their roles in Smith and Hoskins' 

Stop Your Nonsense at Kings Theatre.
36

 

The following year saw Kearns reach the pinnacle of his entrepreneurial and creative career. Up until that point in 

time his theatrical success had been almost exclusively confined to comic song and dance routines. His few attempts at 

solo management had been short-lived, possibly due in part to his lack of business acumen. This time, however, he went 

into partnership with the enigmatic Harry Sadler, and although their association only lasted around a year or so, the pair  

                                                           
34      The first issue of Australian Variety in which Kearns appeared on the front cover was the 11 March 1914 issue. In the photograph he is 

accompanied by Chaser chef, Joe Wangenheim. The caption beneath describes Kearns as Wangenheim's "Lieutenant."  He appeared on the front 
cover on three other occasions - 8 November 1916, 24 January 1919 and 25 July 1919. His photos also appear in the magazine regularly throughout 

the same period. 
35      Jimmy Craydon, father of well-known actor/variety entertainer Letty Craydon, was previously a member of the twenty-year long partnership 
of Delohry, Craydon and Holland (Ted Holland being the well-known Brisbane-based entrepreneur). In his latter years he was a well-known theatre 

manager and agent. For further details see AustLit database. 
36     The lessees were Bert Bailey and Julius Grant.  
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nevertheless came to play a significant part in the development of not only the revusical genre, but also the debut of 

arguably Australia's greatest ever comic partnership - Stiffy and Mo.  Kearns and Sadler took over the management of 

the Fullers-owned Princess Theatre (Syd) in February 1916. Kearns had over the previous month or so been on Harry 

Clay's circuit, while Sadler had only recently returned to Sydney (and the Fullers) following the closure of his 

Tasmanian and Victorian operations. The first show produced by the pair was The Brook (5-11 Feb.), a second part 

revusical staged by Kearns' own troupe (aptly titled the Jack Kearns Revue Company). This was followed by On Your 

Nut, On the River, A Dress Rehearsal, Monte Carlo and Sunny Spain. The most prominent members of the troupe 

were Peter Brooks, Billy Maloney, Violet Elliott (daughter of Maud Fanning) and her father Arthur Elliott, George 

Dean, Louie Duggan, Beattie Macdonald and Ruby Wallace. While the authorship of these revusicals has not yet been 

fully established it would seem likely that Kearns and Sadler put them together in collaboration with other members of 

the troupe. Despite drawing good audiences, the Kearns/Sadler productions did not always garner positive reviews, 

although troupe members, and notably Kearns, generally drew praise for their individual performances. A survey of 

reviews published in both the Theatre and Australian Variety indicates that the main issue of contention was the 

inconsistent quality of the storylines, a matter which the Theatre made reference to in its April issue's review of On the 

River. 
 

What a strain it must be on the collective thinking power of the combination to get a change from week to week. 

Mr Kearns was never before faced with a problem of so gigantic an order… Really [this] one act frivolous 

frivolity [sic] consists of nothing more than one member of the company after the other coming on in a song, a 

dance, or some patter, varied now and again by the performer getting the support of a chorus or the appearance of 

Harry Sadler as the comedian with a toy bucket and shovel, and pretending to shovel; sand into the bucket from 

the bare stage (Apr. 1916, n. pag.).  
 

Kearns wasn't always the recipient of favourable reviews, however, as can be seen by the criticism that followed his 

portrayal of the Irish JP in Jurisprudence, a sketch which owed much to the well-known comedy Irish Justice: 
 

Judged on his performance on March 11, he should quietly get hold of Joe Charles and give him £5 to teach him 

how to get out of the role something of the uproarious humour there undoubtedly is in it… it would - or should - 

make Mr Kearns shed a lot of his weight in shame to see Mr Charles dispensing justice, and thus learn how 

infinitely better the part can be played than he does it (TT: Apr. 1916, n. pag.).   
 

 It would seem that by May that year the pressure of constantly coming up with new revues became too much for 

Kearns and Sadler. Deciding to turn to management only, the pair announced in the week leading up to May 17 that 

they had taken a lease on the Princess Theatre and would shortly begin running the operations there independent of the 

theatre's owners, the Fullers. The Jack Kearns Revue Company subsequently disbanded so as to allow the new 

managers' time to concentrate on their entertainment strategy. For the first month or so they presented in-house 

vaudeville bills, utilising the talents of Kearns' ex-troupe members and artists on the Fullers' roster. By mid-year, 

however, and with the support of the Ben and John Fuller they contracted the Nat Phillips Tabloid Musical Comedy 

Company to open a new season of one act musical comedy. The venture was to become the most successful put on at 

the theatre to that date, with the Stiffy and Mo company (as it came to be known) being offered an extended six week 

season in order to cope with numbers of people flocking to see the shows. Realising the potential for this new variety 

entertainment the Fullers took back control of the theatre following the closure of the Nat Phillips season, and turned 

their attention towards developing more of the same. Indeed, within a year the company had upwards of a dozen local 

and imported revusical companies touring along its Australian and New Zealand circuit. Although Harry Sadler stayed 

on a few months longer at the Princess as manager, Jack Kearns returned to performing. His first engagement following 

the dissolving of the Kearns/Sadler partnership is believed to have been with the Walter Johnson Musical Revue 

Company which began its season at Melbourne's Palace Theatre on 8 November.  

 Early 1917 saw Kearns and his daughter tour New Zealand for the Fullers. They were later transferred by the 

company to appear with Walter Johnston's Town Topic Company, and continued on the Dominion circuit doing straight 

vaudeville and revusical-style entertainments. An Australian Variety reviewer noted that Kearns'  part in the company's 

A Railway Tangle was minor and that considering his ability deserved a much bigger part (4 July 1917, n. pag.). During 

their time in New Zealand Vera met jockey, Ashley Reed, and in October the pair had announced their engagement 

(AV: 26 Oct. 1917, n. pag.). By the following year Jack Kearns was once again ensconced at the Princess Theatre, 

which was again being managed by his old partner Harry Sadler.  

1918 was not a good one for Kearns, however. His daughter's move to New Zealand with his son following her 

marriage was to be the least of his concerns in a year that turned out to be highly controversial one for the 

"heavyweight" comic. The Fullers decision to lease the Princess Theatre to Harry Clay saw Harry Sadler put together a 

company to travel to Perth to appear at Fullers' Melrose Theatre as well as undertake occasional tours to the Western 

Australian goldfields. Along with Jack Kearns, Sadler engaged several leading Australian performers, notably Arthur 

Morley, Phyllis Faye and Harry Little. Initial reports suggest that the venture, which began around April, was a 

successful one as the city having been starved of quality variety entertainment for some time. In June Sadler even began 

opening venues in a number of other centres including Fremantle and Kalgoorlie (July). By mid-July, however, things 

began to unravel as word seeped out that "a big law case was coming off [later] this month." As Australian Variety put 

it, "the evidence will make even the ears of corn men open up wide. Artists throughout Australia will feel interested in 

the revelations, according to some of the know-alls" (19 July 1918, n, pag.) In early August the same magazine also 

reported that the case is "chockfull of undesirable evidence and spicy allegations" (2 Aug. 1918, 3).       
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         The libel case centred around Sadler's 

allegation that Faye (whose husband Bruce 

Drysdale was on active duty in the war) and Arthur 

Morley were having an affair. Morley's wife Elsie 

Bates was in Perth with her husband at the time, 

but Sadler had indicated to several people that the 

pair "were carrying on," and that Jack Kearns had 

seen Morley coming out of Ms Faye's adjoining 

room. During cross examination Faye said that she 

had first met Sadler shortly after she made her 

debut at Wallsend (NSW) in 1908 [aged 14], and 

that he "had frequently since then made improper 

overtures to her."  She added that she had defeated 

him in one instance by struggling with him. Sadler 

denied the allegations and produced witnesses to 

verify the fact that Morley was seen in Faye's bed. 

In addition he claimed that well-known Perth 

bookmaker, Percy Dennis, with whom he had had 

a falling out, and who subsequently engaged 

Morley and Faye for his own shows after the 

allegation, was party to inflaming the situation in 

revenge. Included in the scandal, too, was Jack 

Kearns, who the prosecution claimed was a 

"drunken scoundrel" (TT: Sept. 1918, 30).  
   
 

Jack Kearns - The Dame 

Australian Variety 30 Oct. 1919, n. pag. 
(Courtesy of the Mitchell Library) 

A decision was eventually found in favour of Phyllis Faye and she was awarded £25. The legal expenses incurred 

by Sadler are said to have been quite high. While Faye's reputation seems to have been largely unaffected, considerable 

damage to the reputations of Morley and Sadler (and to a lesser degree, Kearns) occurred. Morley's career was put on 

hold, and at one stage around late 1919/1920 he disappeared for sometime after suffering what is believed to have been a 

nervous breakdown. Harry Sadler attempted to resurrect his career in Sydney with the help of Andy Kerr (Gaiety 

Theatre), but in 1919 could finally take no more and committed suicide. 

 Despite the adverse findings, Jack Kearns returned to Sydney and went back on to Fullers' circuit, beginning with 

an engagement in November at their Grand Opera House (Syd). Kearns' earlier career experience was immediately put 

to use during the company's revival season of minstrelsy. The troupe had initially included Les Warton and Ernest 

Lashbrooke (bones) and Al Johnson and Gus Franks (tambos). Kearns' arrival saw him take over from Lashbrooke. The 

Theatre notes that "Mr Kearns has a lot in his favour besides weight. For a man of his bulk he is wonderfully light and 

quick on his feet. Further, there is no end of comedy in him of the crude, elemental order. But if he doesn't at times 

become gross then I don't know the meaning of the word" (Dec. 1918, 32). The following month Kearns accepted an 

engagement with Bert Le Blanc's Travesty Stars, which involved a season in Brisbane over the summer. With the 

company he often starred opposite veteran African-American comic, Charlie Pope (ex-Rickards' company). The 

Brisbane Courier notes of one of Kearns' solo performances - "his impersonation of different people reciting 'The 

Charge of the Light Brigade' was clever and humorous and probably was his best effort in an amusing repertoire" (23 

Dec. 1918, 4). 

 Over the next few years Jack Kearns undertook engagements with a number of managements, including Harry 

Sadler (and later Andy Kerr) at the Gaiety Theatre in Sydney (ca. 1919)
37

 and Harry Clay (ca. 1920). In December 1919 

he also starred as the dame in A Trip to the Moon (Alhambra Music Hall, Syd, 26 Dec.) a pantomime set mostly in 

Australian rural settings and included boxing kangaroos and a march of Australian industries. Following the pantomime 

he remained at the Alhambra, after being cast in George Edwards' adaptation of John F. Sheridan's musical comedy The 

New Barmaid (Alhambra Music Hall, Syd). Kearns played the head waiter, William White, opposite Edwards in the 

principal role.  From around late 1922 he and soubrette Lola Hunt toured an act on the Fullers circuit, although little 

information regarding of their partnership has yet been located. In reporting on the second week of their one month 

season at the Empire Theatre over January and February 1923, the Brisbane Courier records : "'Porky' Kearns and Miss 

Lola Hunt kept the audience in continuous merriment in a sketch in which Mr Kearns burlesqued a female role. It was 

an item without a single dull moment, and was immensely enjoyed, but it one or two places could very well be toned 

down' (29 Jan. 1923, 11). In mid-1924 Kearns was engaged to play in revusicals in a troupe run by Charles Vaude (of 

Vaude and Verne fame). That company, billed as Fullers' Fantastics, also included Nat Hanley, Lola Hunt and Evelyn 

Dudley (see Fullers Theatre, Sydney). Following a season with J. C. Bain at the Hippodrome (Syd) around 

August/September that same year Kearns most likely continued finding engagements on a semi-regular basis (most 

likely in Sydney where it is believed he had settled). He also appeared in at least three pantomimes in the mid-to-late 

                                                           
37  See for example SMH: 2 Aug. 1919, 2. 
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1920 - Robinson Crusoe (Fullers, 1924/25) and Mother Goose (1927/28). The latter production was produced by 

O'Connell and Ray. His last known appearance on stage was with O'Connell and Ray's Beauty and the Beast 

pantomime, staged at the Palace Theatre (Melb) over the summer of 1928/29.   

 Jack Kearns died in Melbourne in early December 1929. He is buried alongside his wife at the Waverley 

Cemetery (Syd).  
 
MUSIC THEATRE WORKS:   

THE BROOK  [revusical]  Txt. Jack Kearns and Harry Sadler; Mus. [n/e] (1916);  A DRESS REHEARSAL  [revusical]  Txt. Jack Kearns and 

Harry Sadler; Mus. [n/e] (1916);  MONTE CARLO  [revusical]  Txt. Jack Kearns and Harry Sadler; Mus. [n/e] (1916);   ON THE RIVER  

[revusical]  Txt. Jack Kearns and Harry Sadler; Mus. [n/e] (1916);  ON YOUR NUT  [revusical]  Txt. Jack Kearns and Harry Sadler; Mus. [n/e] 

(1916);  SUNNY SPAIN  [revusical]  Txt. Jack Kearns and Harry Sadler; Mus. [n/e] (1916). 
 
FURTHER REFERENCE:   

Brodsky, Isadore. Sydney Looks Back. (1957). 
 

 

 

NELLIE KOLLE 

 

 English-born descriptive vocalist, pianist, male impersonator. Born Nellie Frances Colley in 

England c1892, she first toured Australia in 1912 for the Brennan-Fuller organisation and 

returned on several occasions over the next few years before settling in the country on a more 
permanent basis. Kolle was associated with a number of other managements during her early tours 

of Australia, including J. C. Bain, Dix-Baker (Newcastle), Holland and St John (Bris) and Graham 
and Howard (Syd). By 1916 she worked almost exclusively on the Fuller circuit in both Australia 
and New Zealand, establishing herself as not only one of the firm's leading pantomime principle 
boys but also one of the best-known female performers working the Australian variety stage. Kolle 

continued to tour throughout Australia and New Zealand for the Fullers up into the early 1920s. 
From 1922 onwards she also secured regular engagements on other leading circuits, including 
Harry Clay's Sydney and NSW operations. During the mid-1920s Kolle toured her own vaudeville 
show around Australia, playing many country centres including those of Western Australia. In 

1927 she toured Queensland as headline act for Clay's Bridge Theatre Ltd, and remained on that 
circuit over the next year or so. Kolle continued performing in pantomimes over this period, 
including a 1928-29 engagement with O'Donnell and Ray. She is also believed to have maintained 
her presence on the variety stage in Australia up until at least the 1940s. 

 

  That Nellie Kolle decided to pursue a career as a singer from an early age was perhaps not surprising, having 

received a diploma from the London College of Music at age ten. One report notes that even as a youth she been 

"endowed with a voice of wonderful tone and power [and] was gifted with natural stage equipment" (AV: 2 Feb. 1916, 

n. pag.). After winning first prize in a competition for juveniles, the prize being a week's engagement at a London 

suburban hall with a salary of £3, she went on to become well known around the English provinces as the leader of the 

famous Dixie Dolls.  Sometime after turning professional she changed the spelling of her last name, on advice from her 

agent Will Collins, to avoid similarity with Ada Colley (TT: Jan. 1918, 38). In 1912 she came to the attention of Ben 

Fuller and he booked her for a sixteen week Australian and New Zealand tour. Four years later Australian Variety 

would later write that although some of her efforts were rather amateurish during her early antipodean tours, she 

nevertheless earned unstinting praise and unlimited appreciation from Fullers audiences. "In this latter connection," 

notes the magazine, "Miss Kolle has found it rather awkward to, at times, keep the stage waiting whilst she responded 

to the insistent demands for encores" (2 Feb. 1916, n. pag.). Such was her reception during these early tours that Kolle 

eventually settled in Australia and maintained a presence on the variety stage right through into the 1940s. 

  Although largely associated with the Fullers up until the mid-to-late 1920s, Kolle began accepting brief 

engagements with other variety managements, notably Dix-Baker (Hunter Valley) and Frank Graham and Bert Howard 

(Sydney), from as early as 1914.  By this stage, too, it appears that she had begun to develop a more professional act, 

with reviews indicating that her appeal had begun to find greater critical support. Indeed, with most reviews of her 

performances tending to make mention of her widespread appeal, Kolle appears to have begun establishing herself as 

one of the leading principle boys and variety artists working in Australia by around 1915-1916. Reviews, critical 

comments and fan mail published during that period clearly indicate that she had by then become a major attraction on 

the Fullers circuit. One obviously bedazzled Kolle fan, writing from Auckland to the Theatre in 1915, echoed the 

sentiment of most critics along the Dominion circuit: "No individual singer has left so deep a remembrance as Miss 

Kolle. Turns have come and gone - good turns; but a return visit by Miss Kolle would be more welcome in Auckland 

than any other artist we have seen here before" (June 1915, 43.). Upon her return to Sydney in early January 1916 the 

Australian Variety critic had no doubt who was the Fullers' star attraction: 
 

 The applause hit of the bill at the National is, beyond doubt, Nellie Kolle, the clever young English 

male impersonator. Possessing an exceptionally powerful voice, with fine tone and quality, and 

rendering her songs with perfect enunciation, she was recalled a half dozen times at her opening on 

Saturday (26 Jan. 1916, n. pag.). 
 

While not as overly enthusiastic, the Theatre noted that she had finally "lost the rawness and raucousness" of her 

previous singing." The critic went on to write: "There is no art in Miss Kolle’' work. But she has had experience.... [and 
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she] lives every line she sings.... it would make the average chorus-comedian die with envy to see what Miss Kolle so 

effortlessly accomplishes. Had it only been this gifted girl's luck to come under the right direction she might long ago 

have been one of the world’s vaudeville stars" (Mar. 1916, 47).   

Over the next few years Kolle continued to draw high praise from the critics and attract huge audiences. The 

highpoint of 1916 was with out a doubt her starring role in the Fullers' The Bunyip pantomime (Grand Opera House). 

The Theatre wrote of her a few weeks into the season: "Nellie Kolle is as popular in pantomime as she is in vaudeville. 

Her numerous admirers in the latter sphere will know what that means. Such is Miss Kolle's magnetic force, to say 

nothing of her personal, individual charm, that she has at the close of her songs to tear herself away from the 

demonstratively-applauding spectators" (Jan. 1917, 22). Following the close of the pantomime she travelled to 

Melbourne to make a guest appearance with Nat Phillips' 'Stiffy and Mo' company during its debut season in the 

Victorian capital. 

  During the holiday period of 1917/18 she was again the principle 

boy in a Fullers pantomime, this being Robinson Crusoe. Australian 

Variety records in November of 1917 that her drawing potential was 

such that she had only been able to play three cities in an 18 month 

period, (the third city being Adelaide) "a record any artist would feel 

proud to claim in any part of the world" (23 Nov. 1917, n. pag.). 

 However, while Kollie's career continued to rise, not so her 

personal life. 1918 saw her face an embarrassing public scandal when 

she was sued for divorce by her husband, Graham Herbert Penrose 

Hopkins, on the grounds of desertion. The pair had married in 

Wellington in October 1912 while she was on tour in New Zealand for 

the Fullers. A theatrical manager of Phair's Buildings in Melbourne, 

Hopkins had apparently sold his business and accompanied his fiancée 

her tour, having been promised that she would retire from the stage upon 

the conclusion of her contract six months later. Given her popularity by 

the end of the Kolle not surprisingly changed her mind and accepted 

another contract. According to Hopkins, his wife continually promised to 

give up the stage, but each time a contract finished she took up another 

one. The court was told that there were two children from the union but 

that "she would not give up the stage to live a domestic life, and would 

not live with him any longer." Kolle was further recorded as saying she 

would go to Perth for her next engagement despite her husband not 

giving her his consent, and that she "was sick and tired of living with 

him." Hopkins was awarded a decree nisi by the judge (GR: 1 Dec. 1918, 

n. pag.). 

 

 Nellie Kolle 

As principle boy in Bluebeard  
(Fullers, 1921) 

Green Room Feb. 1922, 6. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, University of Queensland) 

 
 

 Despite her private life having been made so embarrassingly public, Kolle's career continued to climb leading into 

the early 1920s as she maintained an almost constant presence on the Fullers’ Australian and New Zealand circuits. In 

1922 she took on what is believed to have been her first engagement with Harry Clay, an association which saw her 

generally perform as the headline act over his circuit. During the next few years she apparently formed her own troupe, 

touring throughout Australia, including many country areas. A 1925 par in the Theatre's April issue indicates, for 

example that she was "again" touring the towns of West Australia. The following month Kolle herself wrote to the 

magazine, informing them that: 
 

I am touring the West with my own vaudeville show, using my own motor car. The combination has a 

fine reputation around the country towns visited. ... It is my intention to leave for the East next month, 

and will make the trip by car (May 1925, n. pag.). 
 

In 1926 Kolle is again known to have been working the Clay circuit, an association which lasted through to the next 

year. "Nellie Kolle is one of the shining lights at the Gaiety Theatre, Oxford Street, this week," notes Just It in 

September. "Audiences never seem to grow tired of her varied repertory of songs, in the choruses of which many of the 

audience join. The Australian favourite is well to the fore in up-to-date ditties" (23 Sept. 1926, 29). During this period 

she continued to performing in pantomimes, with her appearance in Bert "Mugsy" Desmond’s production of Puss in 

Boots being a feature attraction. Sometime during the early part of the year she came fifth in a song contest held by the 

Sydney Sun with her own composition, and later headlined Clay's return tour of Queensland under Wally Edwards' 

stewardship. Press reports indicate that, as usual, Kolle's appearance on stage brought forth thunderous applause, and 

that she could rarely escape without multiple recalls.  After leaving Clay's, Kolle's movements have become a little less 

clear  -  due mostly to the lack of interest in vaudeville by the industry magazines. It is known, however, that she 
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established an association of several years with the O’Donnell and Ray Company, who were noted for their 

pantomimes on the Fuller circuit around this time. Everyone's records in 1928: "She is one of the reasons why the 

company is playing to phenomenal business throughout Australia. A review of her role as Prince Rupert of Kingswood 

in Beauty and the Beast at the Melbourne Palace in January 1929 further notes: "Nellie Kolle as principal boy proves 

that she can hold her own with the best of them. The manner in which she works the audience up to join her in the 

singing of choruses is a tribute to personality" (16 Jan. 1929, 40). 
 

As a variety performer Nellie Kolle's gift for mimicry and her undoubted vocal ability saw he become well-known 

throughout Australia. The Toowoomba Chronicle makes it clear, too, that as a musician she had much talent. "Her 

mastery of the piano is perhaps her greatest talent," wrote the papers theatre critic. "Her touch is sure and firm and the 

result of this all too rare gift is clarity in the music which makes it a treat to listen to. She gave a very fine rendering of 

an impression of the intermezzo, Cavaleria Rusticana. Afterwards she played syncopated jazz, and accompaniments for 

her own monologues, and also gave a song 'Sydney' written and composed by herself" (19 Mar. 1927, 5). 

 Although details of Nellie Kolle's career from the 1930s onwards remain unclear at this stage, she is believed to 

have maintained a presence on the variety stage in Australia up until at least the 1940s. 

 

 

 

BERT LE BLANC 
 

American-born Hebrew comic, musical comedy actor, singer, revusical producer, film actor. Born 
Bertram Leon Cohen in 1884, Bert Le Blanc established his early career in the USA as an actor and 

variety performer. He first toured Australia in 1913 (aged 23) as principal comic with the American 
Burlesque Company and remained in the country on a permanent basis thereafter. In 1914 Le Blanc 
accepted an engagement with the Fullers' organisation and at the end of the year appeared in George 
Willoughby's Babes in the Wood pantomime, touring Australia with that production for Willoughby 

and later for George Marlowe and eventually the Fullers. In 1915 he began touring his own Travesty 
Stars Revue Company with box office-breaking success. Each Le Blanc revusical revolved around the 
character Ike Cohen (Le Blanc) and Morris Levy (played by Jake Mack). Although Le Blanc was 

associated at various times in his career with William Anderson, George Willoughby, Harry Clay, 
Birch and Carroll (Queensland) and George Marlowe among others, much of his career was 
undertaken on the Fullers' Australian and New Zealand circuits. His high profile during the war 
years was such that the Fullers' engaged his company to open two Sydney theatres for them - the 

Majestic Theatre in 1917 and the National Theatre in 1919. Le Blanc temporarily disbanded the 
Travesty Stars in 1920, working initially in comedy duo with Jack Mack (and later with Ted Stanley) 
before going solo for several years. He reformed his revusical company for a period of time beginning 
1922, and returned to the Fullers as a solo comedian and pantomime actor in 1924. The following 

year he joined the George H. Ward Revue Company, initially taking over Charles L. Sherman's roles, 
and later developing his own characters (including Abe Cohen). This association lasted until at least 
1928. Although much of Le Blanc's career after 1929 remains unclear, he is known to have been one 
of the principal attractions in the Town Topics Company (Gaiety Theatre, Sydney) around 
1929/1930. Le Blanc also appeared in Roy Rene's film Strike Me Lucky (1934), and toured a variety 

company around Sydney in the mid-1930s. Married to fellow vaudevillian Winifred Knight (1916 - ), 
he became a naturalised Australian in the late 1950s. 

  

Born in Downieville, Sierra County, California, in 1889 and raised in San Francisco, Bertram Leon Cohen, best 

known as Bert Le Blanc, began his show business career in America at an early age. After starting out in Bothwell 

Browne's Juvenile Opera Company sometime around 1905, he made rapid advancement and at one stage travelled to 

England with a vaudeville act called "Cleopatra." On returning to America Le Blanc joined several New York-based 

theatrical companies, appearing at one stage in Jessie L. Lasky's production of Birdland. He later undertook a minor 

role in the original American production of the musical comedy The Girl in the Taxi (1910). By the beginning of the 

second decade Le Blanc had also begun to establish himself as a Hebrew comic on the American minstrel circuit, and 

claims to have once worked with Al Jolson. Described in the Brisbane Courier as an "expert baseball player" who was 

at one time a member of the Camden (New Jersey) baseball team (6 Sept. 1913, 12), Le Blanc had also been married 

and divorced prior to arriving in Australia.
38

 The marriage break-up appears to have been given some publicity in San 

Francisco when Le Blanc was appearing there for a season of musical comedy and burlesque under the management of 

W. R. Hughes. At one stage during The Grafters (a burlesque later staged in Australia), Le Blanc's character is asked if 

he is a married man, to which he replies: "Well I used to be; but my wife and I don't live in harmony'. Le Blanc recalls 

that while the line ordinarily gets a laugh, when given in 'Frisco at the time I speak of, it brought the biggest shriek I 

was ever responsible for" (Theatre July 1913, 20).  

In late 1912, having spent most of the previous three under contract to Hughes, Le Blanc was offered one of the 

principal performing roles in a company that the entrepreneur planned to send on tour overseas. Operating as the 

Oriental Amusement Company of America Pty Ltd, but billed as the American Burlesque Company, the sixty-odd 

member troupe departed San Francisco on 23 November 1912 for a tour of the Pacific circuit, which included China, 

Japan, the Philippines, Australia and New Zealand.  

The American Burlesque Company arrived in Australia in March 1913. Among the other leading members of the 

troupe were several performers who remained more or less permanently in the country thereafter - these being Le Blanc, 

                                                           
38    See NSW Marriage Certificate (Bertram Leon Cohen and Winifrid Walls) 1916 / 005096. 
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Paul Stanhope, Carlton Chase and Harry Burgess. The Australian tour opened in Melbourne on 15 March, and was 

accorded such an enthusiastic reception that the company was subsequently taken over by William Anderson for the 

remainder of its stay in the country. Under Anderson's management the company played an equally successful season in 

Sydney beginning 14 June, and later undertook engagements in Newcastle and Brisbane, followed by a hurried tour of 

New Zealand. The company then returned to Australia to play Melbourne and Sydney again. Although some critics 

found the repertoire too American in its flavour and decidedly low in its content, most regarded the musical aspects as 

being the strength of the company. Among the comedians Harry Burgess, Dave Nowlin, Frank Vack and Eugenie La 

Blanc (no relation) were routinely singled out, but none received the amount of attention that Bert Le Blanc was 

accorded. As one of the troupe's principals Le Blanc very quickly established a considerable reputation with local 

audiences. Australian Variety reports, for example: "There is no mistaking the fact that Bert Le Blanc is an 

exceptionally fine Hebrew comedian. His work in the present production of A Day at the Races is particularly funny, 

thanks to the doleful yet expressive manner in which he utilises his face. For all-round success, Le Blanc has put up the 

best performance of any Jewish comedian we have yet seen" (24 Dec. 1913, 1). 

When the American Burlesque Company folded in early 1914 Le Blanc decided to remain in the country in order 

to capitalise on the success he had established throughout the previous twelve months. During his first year in Australia, 

which saw him perform in Sydney and Melbourne for the Fullers while also being leased out temporarily to other 

managements like Dix-Baker in Newcastle (c1914), Le Blanc largely performed solo comedy routines. Although 

popularly received by audiences, the act was criticised in some quarters. While one reviewer suggested that his 

projection still needed work, the consensus among critics was that he was an amusing comedian who 'would score 

better in vaudeville if he had a feeder' (AV: 18 Nov. 1914, p3). The partnership he needed came about through his 

engagement as Weary Willy in George Willoughby's 1914 pantomime Babes in the Wood (Adelphi Theatre, Sydney). 

The production, which starred Daisy Jerome as Maid Marion, saw Le Blanc cast alongside American comedian Jake 

Mack (aka Jacob Snoek) who played the role of Tired Tim. Mack, who was also a specialist Hebrew comedian, had 

only recently arrived in the country on a contract with the Fullers. The Le Blanc/Mack partnership in the pantomime 

was so successful that the pair went on to spend the best part of the next ten years working off each other in revusicals 

and vaudeville. Following its Sydney season, which ended in early February 1915, Babes in the Wood went on tour 

through Queensland (including Brisbane) and to other interstate centres around Australia. Its Melbourne season was 

staged, however, by two other theatrical organisations. George Marlow produced the pantomime at the Kings Theatre in 

late August/early September with much of the original cast still intact, before the production was taken up by briefly the 

Fullers at their Bijou Theatre.  

In an interview with Australian Variety in 1916 Le Blanc recalls the highs and lows of his first few years in the 

country: "After the [American Burlesque Company's] closing season I immediately went under the management of Ben 

J. Fuller, who put me in vaudeville, and later in [the] Babes in the Woods pantomime where I must candidly say I had 

the worst part I have ever had handed me in my theatrical career. At the close of the panto I was placed to produce the 

show now bearing my name, and which has been a record breaker everywhere. Within the past six months I have 

produced five shows and have thirty more on my list to turn out" (5 Jan. 1916, 17). The company he speaks of was Bert 

Le Blancs' Musical Travesty Company (later known as Bert Le Blanc's Travesty Stars). Put together in mid-1915 with 

backing from the Fullers, the troupe began breaking box office records for the organisation in every city they played. 

Much of the company's success can be put down to the partnership between Le Blanc and Mack who together created 

Ike Cohen and Morris Levi, two Hebrew characters who nevertheless encapsulated the larrikin traits favoured by the 

contemporary Australians popular culture which packed the theatres wherever they played. 

Le Blanc's Travesty Stars Revue Company toured constantly throughout Australia and New Zealand between 

1916 and 1920, providing them with the opportunity to rival Nat Phillips' Stiffy and Mo Revue Company as the Fullers' 

most popular revusical company operating during the war years. Typical of the reviews of the company's shows around 

this time was a 1915 Australian Variety report on Central 3251 (later known as In Old Seville) at the Bijou Theatre, 

Melbourne. "It scored immense throughout with the customers," wrote the critic. "A bright, breezy combination of 

singing, dancing and gagging, it put the punch into the bill solid. Bert Le Blanc and Jake Mack have still a long vein of 

genuine humour, and they had the house any how with real laughs right through" (28 July 1915, 13). Among his other 

popular hits staged between 1916 and 1920 were: The Gay Mrs Cohen, At the Exposition, Keep it Dark, Then They 

Woke Up, Fuzzy Wuzzy and In Watts (adapted from the earlier American Burlesque Company hit, The Grafters). 

The level to which Le Blanc's popularity rose in Australia is demonstrated by the fact he appeared on the front 

cover of Australian Variety on four occasions during this period - once in 1916 and three times in 1917. He and his 

company also received considerable coverage in both major industry magazines (Australian Variety and the Theatre) 

and within metropolitan and regional newspapers throughout the country.
39

  Such was the demand for Le Blanc's 

services that not even his publicised wedding to fellow vaudevillian Winifred Knight
40

 in Sydney on 27 May 1916, 

allowed him a break. The couple spent their honeymoon in New Zealand while touring the Fullers' Dominion circuit. 

Sir Benjamin and John Fuller also thought highly enough of Le Blanc that they engaged his troupe to open two theatres 

for them - an honour not even accorded Stiffy and Mo during their career. The first opening occurred on 2 June 1917 

when the Fullers began operations at their newly built Majestic Theatre in Newtown (later known as the Elizabethan 

Theatre). The second occasion was on 8 March 1919, when they opened the newly refurbished National Amphitheatre, 

                                                           
39  As the above photograph also records, Le Blanc had appeared on the front cover of the Theatre Magazine during the American Burlesque 

Company's tour of Australia. 
40  The couple's marriage certificate indicates that Winifred Adeline Walls (also aged 26) was a widow.   
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which was renamed the National, but became better known simply as Fullers Theatre. Le Blanc's choice of production 

for the grand opening was one of his most popular revusicals, Do it Now (TT: Apr. 1919, 27). 
 

 
 

Bert Le Blanc 

Theatre June 1913, 1. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 

 

The Travesty Stars movements throughout 1918 provide an insight into the schedule the company was required to 

maintain for the Fullers. The troupe, which by then included Lance Vane (brother of Jim Gerald), Lillian Colenzo and 

Will Raynor, continued its Brisbane season (beginning late November 1917) up until the end of January. It then 

transferred to Melbourne, followed by engagements in Adelaide, Northern NSW (including Broken Hill), Kalgoorlie, 

Perth (under the management of Harry Sadler) and Fremantle. The troupe then returned through Kalgoorlie (including 

two nights in the suburb of Boulder), Adelaide, Melbourne, and by early November was back in Brisbane where it 

remained until late January 1919.  

For the Australian theatre industry, and the population in general, 1919 became an enormously trying year due to 

the Spanish influenza epidemic which swept the world killing millions of people. Nearly every theatre company or 

troupe was affected by the epidemic, either through performers or their close family members being infected. By March 

that year most enclosed venues, whether in metropolitan or regional centres, along the more densely populated east coat 

of Australia were finding audience numbers drastically reduced as public concern spread. At the beginning of April, 

barely three weeks after Le Blancs' company opened the Fullers' New Theatre, legislation was enacted which forced 

public spaces like theatres to cease operations. Although the Fullers' were able to quickly satisfy the new health 

requirements for theatre ventilation, and thus reopened by mid-May, several of the company's members were still in 

recovery. The Fullers' complex and tight circuit schedule also meant that the Travesty Stars was unable to complete its 

Sydney season. Effectively in limbo for several weeks awaiting its appointed time to tour New Zealand, Le Blanc and 

Mack were able to put together a well-received "Yiddisher" comedy/singing/patter act at the Fullers Theatre for several 

weeks. 

The Travesty Stars' New Zealand engagement lasted just under a year - a respectable tour by Fullers' standards to 

that time (by the mid 1920s companies such as Stiffy and Mo, Jim Gerald and George Wallace were able to extend their 

tours to around 18 months). However, after completing the circuit, Le Blanc announced that he had disbanded the 

Travesty Stars and returned to Australia with Jake Mack to work their double act. The pair also temporarily left the 

Fullers organisation to work for Harry Clay at the Princess Theatre, followed by a Queensland tour for Birch and 

Carroll (c May-July). Returning to Sydney by August the pair once again accepted an engagement on the Clay circuit, 

where it is believed they continued to perform throughout the remainder of the year.  

It appears that Le Blanc and Mack maintained the same formula throughout their partnership. A 1919 Theatre 

review of Do it Now indicates, for example, that while Le Blanc had no end of admirers and received plenty of laughs, 

Mack was "much the funnier of the two" (Apr. 1919, 27). The Theatre provides a further insight into the onstage 

relationship between Le Blanc and Mack in its June 1916 issue:  
Mr La Blanc [sic] and Mr Mack are, in short, an ideal pair. As Hebrews they are entirely different. Mr La Blanc 

is stiff and stolid - or rather those are the qualities he seeks to get out of his characterisation. On the other hand 

Mr Mack is as lissom as an eel, and as light-headed as a rabbit. Mr La Blanc more or less acts the part of Mr 

Mack's feeder. Thus it is a generous arrangement from Mr La Blanc's point of view, for Mr Mack is given every 
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opportunity of scoring with the audience, even at the expense of Mr La Blanc. Evidently Mr La Blanc is more 

concerned in the success of the show as a whole than in any individual personal triumph (40). 
 

Although Bert Le Blanc was considered one of the country's foremost comedians he in fact did not take on the 

role of principal comic in his revusicals, working more often than not as Jake Mack's feed. This was "a generous 

arrangement from Mr Le Blanc's point of view', suggested the Theatre's vaudeville critic, X-Ray, 'for Mr Mack is given 

every opportunity of scoring with the audience, even at the expense of Mr Le Blanc" (June 1916, 39). Not all of the 

dialogue between the two was weighted in favour of Mack, however. As the following gag demonstrates Le Blanc's 

sense of larrikin humour undoubtedly struck a chord with Australian popular culture audiences, even though he was 

playing a Hebrew. In the skit Le Blanc (a diner in a restaurant) questions the waiter (Mack):  
 

"What do you charge for bread?" 

 "Nothing." 

 "And for the gravy?" 

 "Nothing." 

 "Then bring me some bread and gravy" (ibid 40). 

 

In 1921 the Le Blanc/Mack partnership parted ways for a short period of time, with Le Blanc teaming up with one 

of Clay's leading comics Ted Stanley to present revusicals and comedy sketches. Everyone's indicates that Clay's 

audiences found the pair well up to expectations, writing: "A rather clever travesty dealing with the mishaps of two 

woebegone sailors occupies the first half of the bill, the fun makers being Bert Le Blanc and Ted Stanley" (10 Aug. 

1921, 15). Sometime between August and October 1922 Le Blanc and Mack returned to America, where they are said 

to have obtained "a big list of new revue scripts" which they intended staging in Australia. After arriving back in the 

country in October the pair reformed the Travesty Revue Company with a "specially selected supporting [ensemble] 

and a fine range of scenery and wardrobe" (BC: 23 Dec 1922, 16). The new troupe debuted with George Marlowe at the 

Grand Opera House (Sydney) before returning to the Fullers circuit at Christmas. Although details concerning the 

company's movements after their season in Adelaide (beginning ca. 23 Dec. 1922) are unclear, it is believed that Le 

Blanc disbanded the troupe within twelve to 18 months. He continued to tour the country over the next few years as a 

solo act and in 1924 was back on Fuller time. One of the year's highlights was his role as performer and co-writer of the 

pantomime, Mother Goose, which was staged at the Majestic Theatre, Newtown.  

1925 saw Le Blanc return to revusicals after taking up an offer from American comedian George H. Ward to 

appear in his company, which had by then been touring the Antipodes for some five years (E: 14 Jan. 1925, 36). While 

details are yet to be located concerning his early association with the troupe, by late 1927 he had not only taken over the 

roles previously played by Ward's off-sider, Charles L. Sherman, but had also helped develop a number of new 

productions. He is also believed to have created an updated version of his iconic Hebrew character Ike Cohen, who was 

now known as Abe Cohen. Mixed in among classic Ward revusicals like Right Turn, In Wrong, Out West, Some Hotel 

and Bombs and Beauties were new Ward/Le Blanc shows like: The Lure of the Ring, Cohen's Vacation, Keeping Fit, 

Hotel Topsy Turvey and A Trip to Morocco. Le Blanc is believed to have remained with Ward's company up until at 

least 1928. 

Although much of Le Blanc's career after 1928 remains unclear, he is known to have been one of the principal 

attractions in the Town Topics Company (Gaiety Theatre, Syd) around 1929/1930. In 1931 he and Jake Mack were 

engaged by George Marlowe to appear in his Christmas pantomime, Babes in the Wood (beginning 19 Dec.), and they 

followed this in mid-January 1932 with feature appearances in a revue and pictures programme at the same theatre 

(beginning 18 Jan.). A few years later Le Blanc was cast as the character, Lowenstein, in Roy Rene's film Strike Me 

Lucky (1934). He also toured a variety company around Sydney in the mid-1930s. One of the performers in that troupe 

was a young Peter Finch (who later went on to find international fame as a stage and film actor, appearing in more than 

50 Australian, English and Hollywood films). As to his later years, John West records in Theatre in Australia that when 

Le Blanc was old enough to qualify for a pension "he got himself naturalised and voted in his first election in his late 

sixties - a fact of which he was quietly proud" (121). This is believed to have occurred in the early to mid-1950s. 

         For much of his career Le Blanc portrayed characters with strong Hebrew characteristics. In a 1913 interview 

with the Theatre magazine he defended his style of work saying that there was nothing wrong in presenting a member 

of his race from the stage in a light humorous manner. "The trouble" he declared, 'is that some so burlesque the 

character as to make it offensive to members of the Jewish race. I avoid doing that.... [My] stage humour is of the dry 

kind...My idea is that a laugh got by something told in an easy, quiet, dry manner is worth three laughs secured by a 

performer as a result of his having to make a hard strained, noisy appeal to them" (July 1913, 20). Le Blanc's other 

endearing comedic trait was his wilful mispronunciation of words. "Flavour" for "favour" was one of the words that 

always gets him a big laugh', records one of the Theatre magazine's writers. "Another word he gets a lot out of is 

'explanalatio' for 'explanation"' (July 1913, p20). Other examples of Le Blanc's word play include: "So-and-so was a 

civilised engineer" and "he was a cowyard" (TT: Dec. 1914, 52). A 1913 Sydney Morning Herald review of The 

Grafters sheds similar light on the comedian's style of delivery, suggesting that Australians found him endearing not 

just for the larrikin attributes imbued in his characters, but also for his self-deprecating humour and unpretentious 

outlook on life. The critic writes:  
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Mr La Blanc [sic]... comes on in rags and the 

remains of an awful peaked-cap and delivers 

himself of many droll ideas only half-clothed in a 

truly horrible lingo which is doubtless the dialect 

of the typical Russian Jew. 'I explanalation you' or 

'I ask you simplicity' are his usual forms of 

address, and in confidence (he has the voice of a 

fog-horn) he reveals that 'his horrible-scope tells 

him that one day in the near future he will die in 

his infancy' (16 June 1913, 4). 
 

An analysis of reviews published during the course of the 

Travesty Stars time together indicates that while Le Blanc 

and Mack were the stars, the troupe's popularity was also 

largely in response to the experienced support ensemble. 

This is a factor that was similarly significant in the success 

of Stiffy and Mo. Both Le Blanc and Nat Phillips have 

acknowledged the importance of the performers who 

supported them, and were keenly aware that they needed 

experienced and versatile performers capable of handling 

any type of performance situation - especially 

improvisation. In a 1916 interview with Australian Variety 

Le Blanc draws attention to this aspect of his success 

when he says: "I am very fortunate in securing the 

services of the people whom I have. To my way of 

thinking no man should attempt to produce unless he is a 

capable actor, and [and he should be] not be afraid to do 

the same things he is telling his actors to do" (5 Jan. 1916, 

n. pag.). In 1917, the company contained a number of 

well-known artists including Carlton Chase (ex-American 

Burlesque Company), Essie Jennings (wife of Jim Gerald, 

who was overseas on active duty), Le Blanc's wife Winnie 

and of course Jake Mack. The following year the company 

secured the services of Queenie Paul and her future 

husband, Mike Connors. Connors was then working in a 

duo with Fred Witt, and the pair would also often present 

a turn in the first-part vaudeville section. In 1919 Essie 

Jennings and Lance Vane were briefly joined in Sydney 

by Jim Gerald for the Fullers' Theatre season. 

 

 
 

"The Speculators" 
(American Burlesque Company) 
Frank Vack (L) and Bert Le Blanc (R) 

Theatre Aug. 1913, 17. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 

With regard to Le Blanc himself, the numerous reports published in newspapers and industry magazines around 

the country between 1915 and the early 1920s indicate that he was one of the most popular comedians and revusical 

writers of his era. The Theatre notes in this respect: "Even if as loud-voiced as ever, Le Blanc is a man whom the gods 

love" (June 1921, 17). An Everyone's review that same year provides further evidence of this when it reports: "The 

tabloid offerings of Ted Stanley and Bert Le Blanc [at the Gaiety] are greatly relished at this popular Oxford Street 

house" (7 Sept. 1921, 15). In Charles Norman's semi-autobiographical recall of variety entertainment in Australia, When 

Vaudeville Was King, the veteran performer refers to Le Blanc as one of the original "nut" acts to tour Australia. 

According to Norman performers like Le Blanc and Mack were "sometimes impossible to describe":  
 

Even if you had a script of their act it would avail nothing, for how could it indicate the falls of Jake onto his 

blown up rubber stomach, which Bert, in his fury, would kick right in the centre. Jake would then bounce all 

over the stage till he came to a stop. This would bring on the sniggering, coughs, squeaks and spontaneous 

business as he tried to get back on his feet and right side up. It all depended on the performer's appeal. Their 

Jewish songs in harmony had to be heard to be believed. Newspaper reviewers had a hard time finding new 

ways of saying "excruciatingly funny" and winning the lion's share of laughter and applause" (48).41 

 
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

"American Musical Burlesque Artists Discuss their Respective Specialties."  TT: July 1913, 20-22. 

"Chat with Bert Le Blanc, A."  AV: 5 Jan. (1916), 17. 
"Le Blanc's Revue Co."  TT: June (1916), 39-40. 

Norman, Charles. When Vaudeville was King. (1984), 48. 

"Our Front Cover." AV: 7 June (1916), n. pag. 
"Theatrical Wedding."  AV: 31 May (1916), n. pag. 

West, John. Theatre in Australia. (1978), 121. 
 

                                                           
41      Although  photograph on page 810 is of Bert Le Blanc and Frank Vack during their American Burlesque Company tour, it is possible that Jake 

Mack, as described by Norman, also used a similar blow-up suit during his time with the Travesty Stars.  
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MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 
THE GAY MRS COHEN  [revusical] Txt. Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] 

(1915);  FUZZY WUZZY [revusical]  Txt. Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] 

(1915);  AT THE EXPOSITION  [revusical] Txt. Bert Le Blanc; Mus. 
[n/e] (1915);   IN OLD SEVILLE (aka CENTRAL  3251) [revusical] 

Txt. Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1916); ); IN WATTS [revusical] Txt. 

Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1916); KEEP IT DARK (aka COHEN 
AND LEVI IN PARIS) [revusical] Txt. Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] 

(1917);  THEN THEY WOKE UP [revusical] Txt. Bert Le Blanc; 

Mus. [n/e] (1917); WHAT'S THE USE  (aka COHEN AND LEVI AS 
PAWNBROKERS) [revusical] Txt. Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1917);  

DO IT NOW  [revusical] Txt. Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1918); 

COHEN AND LEVI AT MONTE CARLO [revusical] Txt. Bert Le 
Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1918); GET THE HABIT [revusical] Txt. Bert Le 

Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1918); DR DIPPY'S ASYLUM [revusical] Txt. 

Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1918); HIGH LIFE ON DECK [revusical]  
Txt. Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1921);  CAN YOU BEAT IT?  

[revusical]  Txt. Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1922);  WY WURRIE? 

[revusical]  Txt. Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1922); HOLCUM-

JAZZBO [revusical]  Txt. Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1922); KEEP 

LAUGHING [revusical]  Txt. Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1922); 

RAZZLE DAZZLE [revusical]  Txt. Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1922);  
STEP LIVELY  [revusical]  Txt. Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1924); 

MY BOY JOHNNY [revusical] Txt. George H. Ward and Bert Le 

Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1927); THE LURE OF THE RING [revusical] 
Txt. George H. Ward and Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1927); 

KEEPING FIT [revusical] Txt. George H. Ward and Bert Le Blanc; 
Mus. [n/e] (1927); COHEN'S VACATION [revusical] Txt. George H. 

Ward and Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1927); KLU-KLUX-KLAN 

[revusical] Txt. George H. Ward and Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] 
(1927);  THE SUFFRAGETTES [revusical] Txt. George H. Ward 

and Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1927); OH BOY [revusical] Txt. 

George H. Ward and Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1927); VARIETY 

ISLE [revusical] Txt. George H. Ward and Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] 

(1927); HOTEL TOPSY TURVEY [revusical] Txt. George H. Ward 

and Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1927); IN MEXICO [revusical] Txt. 
George H. Ward and Bert Le Blanc; Mus. [n/e] (1927); A TRIP TO 

MORROCCO [revusical] Txt. George H. Ward and Bert Le Blanc; 

Mus. [n/e] (1927). 

 

 
 

 

"Then and Now" (1922) by Bert Le Blanc 
(Courtesy of the National Library of Australia) 

 

 

 

STANLEY McKAY 
 

Entrepreneur, actor, manager. Born Henry Stanley McKay in Tumut (NSW) on 9 October, 1879. After 
founding the Sydney Muffs in 1903, Stanley McKay steered the amateur theatre company over the 
next six years in his position as manager and principal actor. In 1909 he turned professional, 
producing and co-starring with Scottish tragedian, Walter Bentley in an acclaimed revival of Hamlet. 

The success of this venture led to him establishing and touring his own pantomime and Shakespeare 
companies around Australian and New Zealand under canvas. A 1910 Queensland tour, co-produced 
with Harry Clay, led to his company's expansion through artist lessee arrangements with the Fullers 
(procuring their rostered performers like Jim Gerald, Essie Jennings, Bruce Drysdale and Phyllis 

Faye for several years at a time). During his early career McKay was also associated with on 
occasions with Birch and Carroll (Qld), and George Stephenson. He operated two separate touring 
companies up until 1916, at which time he enlisted in A.I.F. After serving at the front in an artillery 

unit for some two years McKay returned home and set about re-establishing his theatrical career 
throughout Australia and New Zealand. He continued to be associated with regional touring (with 
occasional metropolitan seasons) in his own right through until at least the 1950s and continued to 
work in the industry after this, albeit as a partner with other entrepreneurs. In 1964 McKay was the 

oldest working theatrical showman in Australia. Among his life achievements, Stanley McKay claims 
credit as being the first person to produce a pantomime in Canberra (1926) and predates both Philip 
Lytton and George Sorlie as a tent show entrepreneur. He also toured under the auspices of the 
Victorian and NSW education departments at times during his career. McKay died in Sydney in 1974 

 

Considered one of the most enterprising actor/managers during the first three decades of the twentieth century by 

his Australian contemporaries, Stanley McKay  was one of the first showmen in the 20th century to tour pantomime 

around Australia and New Zealand using tents as his theatre space (this being some five years prior to Philip Lytton). 

The Morning Bulletin (Rockhampton) notes in an article on McKay in 1971, that his "memoirs are studded with the 

names of the great ones in Australian stage life over more than half a century" (n. pag.).  Those he was closely 

associated with include: Sir Ben Fuller, Walter Bentley, Edward Carroll and George Birch, Kate Howarde, Harry Clay, 

George Wallace, Jim Gerald, John Cosgrove, Nellie Ferguson and her mother Helen Furgus, Frank Neil and Nellie 

Stewart. Among the numerous tributes accorded McKay during his extraordinarily long career as a showman are two 

particularly frequent comments - that he had a seemingly inexhaustible energy level and that his good nature was such 

that he never lost a friend. McKay's popularity as a manager can also be seen by the length of time that the various 

members of his companies stayed with him - even under the harshest of travelling conditions. 
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       Stanley Mckay was born in the southern NSW highlands of Tumut and educated at the local public school, where 

he developed an early love of drama, particularly Shakespeare. A few weeks after completing his schooling he moved 

to Sydney to take up a position with the Bank of New South Wales. He was employed in this position for some nine or 

ten years, an experience that no doubt played a significant role helping him successfully manage the financial aspects of 

his later entrepreneurial career. These early years in Sydney saw McKay involve himself in local amateur theatre 

activities first as an actor and eventually as actor/manager. Although many of the details surrounding his movements 

around this stage of his career remain unclear, it has been established that he founded the Sydney Muffs amateur theatre 

company in 1903, some six years prior to quitting his position with the bank.
42

 

The Sydney Muffs first ever performance was at the Criterion Theatre in July 1903 (TT: June 1906, 13) with the 

staging of Henry Hamilton's domestic drama, Harvest. At least one critic later said of the production that it was 

possibly the finest amateur performance ever staged in Sydney to that date.
 
Over the next few years the company's 

repertoire included drama, comedy, farce and even vaudeville. The first review of a McKay/Sydney Muffs production 

located as part of this survey is a 1904 Player magazine report on a production staged at the Queen's Hall (Syd): 

 
The Queen's Hall was the scene of operations by the Sydney Muffs on the 23rd of August, when a very creditable 

amateur rendering of T. W. Robertson's great comedy, Caste was given under the direction of Col. D'Orsay 

Ogden…. H. Stanley McKay must be congratulated on his capital character sketch of Sam Gerridge (15 Sept. 

1904, 22). 
 

The following month, the same magazine recorded, "H. Stanley McKay and his band are resting after their production 

of Caste, but a new piece will be put in rehearsal almost immediately. A Tragedy will probably be staged, with the 

balcony scene from Romeo and Juliet as a forerunner (P: 15 Oct. 1904, 22).  Under McKay's leadership the Sydney 

Muffs established a considerable reputation in amateur circles from quite early on, leading to frequent reviews being 

published in the Player and Theatre magazines. In this respect, one of Theatre's critics noted in November 1905:  

 
The Sydney Muffs have not evinced their usual activity of late, their efforts being restricted to suburban 

performances. Rumour however speaks of their reappearance at the Criterion Theatre on Dec. 21st, but the 

name of the piece selected has not been made known. Stanley  McKay is still the moving spirit in all the club's 

undertakings, which have lately assumed a Shakespearian bent with much success (7). 
 

Of the Muffs' early productions, much praise was accorded The Private Secretary (see P: 15 May 1905, 26; and 

TT: June 1906, 9). The troupe's many Shakespearian scenes, including The Merchant of Venice, Romeo and Juliet and 

Macbeth, were also often accorded positive criticism. The Theatre wrote of McKay's role as Shylock, for example, that 

in undertaking "this big step up from Gerridge" he showed much promise and versatility (TT: Sept. 1905, 13). A June 

1906 Theatre overview of the company to that date indicated, too, that a performance of Tobin's masterpiece, The 

Honeymoon (Theatre Royal) was one of their best all-round productions. 

         The Sydney Muffs toured regularly around Sydney during this early period, often raising money for city and 

suburban charities. Some £400 is said to have been raised by mid-1906, a not inconsiderable amount for an amateur 

theatrical society (TT: June 1906, 13). An advertisement placed in an October edition of the Sydney Morning Herald 

provides additional insight into the movements of the Muffs, with their suburban tour prior to the Christmas vacation 

travelling from Mosman Town Hall, to the Liverpool School of Arts, Medlow Baths Hydro and finally the Criterion 

Theatre. An al fresco performance of As You Like It was also to be given at the A.N.A. Exhibition (28 Oct. 1905, 2). 

One particular highlight of the year was the troupe's December 14 production of Caste at the Palace Theatre which was 

said to have been packed - due in no small part to Nellie Stewart's guest appearance at the top of the bill, performing 

"'Op O' My Thumb'" (see TT: Jan 1906, 23; June 1906, 13).  

While largely associated with the Sydney Muffs, McKay also appeared with the Thespian Bankers (aka the Bank 

of New South Wales Musical and Dramatic Society) on a number of occasions. One such production was in August 

1906 when the troupe presented The Pickpocket (TT: Sept. 1906, 19). It was through his involvement with the Muffs, 

however, that McKay was given the opportunity to present his best work. The Theatre also notes that "much of the 

success of the [company] is due to the energy displayed by their genial manager, Mr Stanley McKay" (June 1906, 13). 

The extent to which the company members expanded their abilities under McKay was also reported in the same article, 

when attention was drawn to the success of one of the troupe's original members, Lillian Bethell, who within a year of 

leaving the troupe had gone on to secure constant work in the English provinces and Scotland (13). The company was 

also invited to produce The Amateur Burglar (Criterion Theatre, 1-2 August) by the emerging dramatist, W. J. Curtis 

(see Curtis' file in this appendix). McKay notes in later years that he owed a great deal to the manager of his bank, Mr J. 

J. Phillips, who allowed him much leeway when schedules were tight: 
 

 

                                                           
42       A letter by Charles Cabot (dated 1974) held in the National Library's McKay Collection contains a brief biography on McKay. Several dates 

referred to conflict with information provided both by McKay (earlier in his career) and with official records, however. Cabot claims, for example, 

that McKay quit his job with the bank when he was 22 years old, while McKay states in 1910 that he had been with the Bank of NSW for nine years 
(TT: Nov. 1910, 10). He reconfirmed this in the Theatre magazine interview published in September 1916 ("What About the Rabbits"), stating that he 

resigned from the bank seven years ago "after ten very pleasant years" (if Cabot's claim were correct McKay would have implausibly begun his 

banking career at 11 years). It is more probable that he left the bank at 32 - the age he was in 1909. Cabot also claims that McKay's was born in 1877, 
which is two years earlier than that certified on his birth certificate. Of additional concern is the fact that the letter leaves out many of McKay's 

significant achievements - notably the 1909 Walter Bentley engagement and his founding of the Sydney Muffs troupe. As a source of information its 

accuracy must therefore be treated with caution. 
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My theatrical experiences even in those days frequently 

called me away from the city, chiefly weekend trips to 

the Blue Mountains; and I well remember waiting for 

hours so that I could approach [him] for the half day's 

leave necessary on the occasions my train on the 

Monday not arriving in Sydney much before midday… 

He never refused! I put it down, however, to catching 

[him] at the opportune time (McKay 41). 
 

 1907 and 1908 saw McKay and the Muffs continue 

to raise the bar in so far as their performances were 

concerned. A highlight of 1907 was their short season at 

the Palace Theatre, beginning 18 December, which saw 

them produce Pocock's operatic drama Rob Roy in 

collaboration with the Highland Society of NSW. The 

production spared no expense, including a full orchestra 

and 40 voice choir (TT: Dec. 1907, 18). The following 

year, on 11 July, the Muffs gave Arthur H. Adam's play, 

The Tame Cat its world premiere at charity matinee at the 

Criterion Theatre. McKay later said of this venture that the 

play was a "clever comedy of manners' and that the one 

show resulted in a profit of £285 ("What About the 

Rabbits" 41). In the same Theatre article, McKay also 

makes mention of the fact that the Muffs staged in the 

Australia the first ever "Australian Shakespeare Festival" 

(although no specific date is given). Presented at the 

Palace Theatre in Sydney, the company produced four of 

the Bard's plays. "On the last day of the season," he recalls, 

"we played As You Like It in the afternoon and Romeo 

and Juliet at night, both with the same cast. In these 

productions Elsie Prince made a hit as Rosalind and Juliet" 

(41).  
 
 

 

Stanley McKay 
as David Garrick. 
Theatre Aug 1909, 22 
(Courtesy of the Mitchell Library) 

 

In late 1908 the Muffs revived The Merchant of Venice "on a very complete scale at the Royal Standard (11-13 

Nov.). The theatre was then being leased and managed by Harry Clay (with whom McKay would later form several 

successful, though invariably brief, alliances). It is reported that "the resources of our foremost amateur dramatic 

company club are so powerful that the management were able to present a new Portia every night" (TT: Dec. 1908, 

19).
43

  Of McKay's role as Shylock, the same critic wrote, it is "well and favourably known to play-goers. He realised 

more than ever the implacability, fierce-hatred, and subtle cunning of the old Jew, and his acting in the trial scene was 

very fine" (19).  

 Stanley McKay's final year with the Sydney Muffs began where the previous year had left off. "The Sydney Muffs 

production of Romeo and Juliet at the Palace during [last] month," wrote a Theatre critic," has brought them any 

amount of kudos… Mr Stanley McKay may well congratulate himself on the result of his labour" (Mar. 1909, n. pag.). 

A little over a month later the magazine further praised the "Stanley McKay-Sydney Muffs Easter week performance" 

of Uncle Tom's Cabin at Clay's Standard Theatre, especially praising the acting of Fred Stephenson, the 19 year-old 

son of long-time member, Clara Stephenson. Another member of the company was Stella Chapman (a leading Sydney-

based elocutionist and pedagogue since 1905).
44

  Plays toured by the company around this time also included, The 

Shaughraun, East Lynne and David Garrick. The latter play was given its debut by the company before a crowded 

Criterion house on 4 June. In proposing that McKay undertook possibly his most difficult role, that of Garrick, the 

Theatre's critic wrote: "He played with fire and refinement (an unusual mixture), and the great role was happily 

sustained" (July 1909, 19). The company's reputation by this stage was such that McKay was able to call on 

professional actors form time to time to strengthen the line-up. With David Garrick, for example, he obtained the 

services of Ruby Coxhead, late of the Pollard Company, and whom the critic noticed brought much experience in acting 

and make-up (19). Also among the cast was Ada Fitzgerald, daughter of barrister John D. Fitzgerald (and cousin of Jim 

Gerald). The possibility that the Muffs could no longer maintain the level of performance that McKay desired, is hinted 

                                                           
43     Elsie Prince (11 Nov.), Ella Crone (12 Nov.) and Lillian Booth (13 Nov.) 
44     See TT: 1 Sept. 1905, 10. Chapman later married actor Douglas Ancelon, who had been associated on and off with Walter Bentley from 1899 

when their two companies joined forces in New Zealand. In 1910 Chapman and Ancelon became principals of the Walter Bentley Dramatic and 

Eloctionary College (Syd). The following year the pair established their own successful teaching college in association with Palings.   
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at in the same review, however, when the critic implies that the company had not quite achieved what they hoped set 

out. "The Superiah Critic [sic] would doubtless remark that the Muffs aimed too high," he notes, "but they didn't - they 

couldn't. Instead of being jibed by boy critics of the evening press who can only act one thing - the fool, The Muffs 

should be encouraged in every possible way" (19).  

 It is believed that McKay severed his relationship with both the Sydney Muffs and the Bank of New South Wales 

sometime around late August 1909. One of his last productions with the Muffs was the one act playlet, A Martyr to 

Principle (c 25 Aug.) which he co-wrote with Sumner Locke. The Theatre records of this production: 
 

By courtesy of Mr Bland Holt, who generously lent the Theatre Royal ... the Sydney Muffs, who are ever ready 

to lend a hand for charity’s sake, staged Niobe and A Martyr to Principle in aid of St. Martha's Industrial 

Home, Leichhardt. The theatre was crowded. Niobe, which followed the original playlet A Martyr to Principle, 

was thoroughly appreciated by the audience, but the interest really centred in the curtain-raiser, which was 

written by Sumner-Locke and Stanley McKay, the well-known director of the Sydney Muffs (Sept. 1909, 19). 
 

 The most significant factor to influence McKay's decision to turn professional was very likely the success he 

achieved in presenting Walter Bentley at the Criterion Theatre for ten nights beginning 13 July. The previous month 

Bentley had been passing through Sydney on his way to Adelaide for a brief season under J. C. Williamson (which 

included The Silver King). Aware that the Criterion was to be vacant for two weeks beginning a few days after the 

expiration of Bentley's contract with Williamson, McKay approached the eminent Scottish actor with a view to staging 

Hamlet on his return. As luck would have it Bentley was planning to return to Sydney in order to prepare for his 

forthcoming tour of Queensland under Harry Clay's management, and agreed to McKay's proposition. The young 

entrepreneur was seriously handicapped in terms of preparation, however, as he had only two and a half weeks to 

prepare the production, and without the lead actor present until three or four days prior to opening night. According to 

the Theatre, however, "it proved to be the most successful Shakespearian season Mr Bentley ever played" in Australia 

(Nov. 1910, n. pag.). As the magazine's critic wrote in the August edition: "It is good for a big city to get a shock now 

and then; and, by Jehosophat it got one in the Walter Bentley season" (18). The company McKay put together provides 

further insight into his standing within the Australian theatrical community - including as it did such high profile 

performers of the day as John Cosgrove (Claudius), Johnson Weir (Ghost), Helen Furgus (Gertrude), her daughter, 

Nellie Fergusson (Ophelia) and George Titheradge (Horatio). 

 Some six weeks after the Bentley season Stanley McKay's newly formed Shakespearian and Comedy Company 

left for Wollongong where they staged a season of drama that included The Merchant of Venice and The Soldier's 

Bride (Town Hall, beginning 3 Sept.), returning to Sydney for a brief season at St George's Hall (Newtown) two weeks 

later. The following month a three week tour of the Northern Rivers was undertaken. Commencing at Ballina (11 Oct.) 

the circuit then included the townships of Coraki, Lismore, Grafton, Maclean, Casino and Murwillumbah (TT: Oct. 

1909, 23).  That same month McKay was invited to join a distinguished group of local dramatists to form the Australian 

Dramatic Authors Association. Convened by T. Hilhouse Taylor, the meeting is believed to have been attended by E. 

Lewis Scott, Agnes Haddon Chambers and Sumner Locke (TT: Nov. 1909, 17). During December, McKay returned to 

the Criterion where he staged the smash hit English comedy, Dr Bill (beginning 11 Dec.) and a revival of Niobe - All 

Smiles. Directed by and starring McKay, the season further enhanced his reputation as one of Sydney's leading 

thespians. "[He] played Dr Bill in a way that showed he had devoted considerable study to the part," wrote one of the 

Theatre's critics. "At times he tickled the house immensely by the ridiculous situations in which he found himself, 

especially in the bathroom scene" (Jan. 1910, 7). Among the cast, too, were several ex-Sydney Muffs actors, including 

Fred Stephenson and Ruby Guest, and playwright Sumner Locke. The season also saw him accorded a testimonial by 

his peers in recognition of the work and effort he had put in to not only Sydney amateur theatre over the past six or 

more years, but equally his strong commitment to local charities (SMH: 18 Dec. 1909, 17).  

 A report in the 13 August 1910 edition of the Sydney Morning Herald indicates that McKay was to open at the 

Victoria Theatre, Manly, on the 16th, with Romeo and Juliet. The company had just completed an eight month tour of 

NSW, including towns as far west as Coonamble. One of the longest seasons was apparently eight nights at Grafton, 

with a different play staged every night (16). By the 22nd they were opening in Parkes for the Race and Show week. 

The company at this time is said to have comprised among its actors, Fred and Clara Stephenson, Harry Saville and 

Elsie Prince, all of whom had been long associated with McKay. A few months later McKay put together the first of his 

touring pantomime companies, which led the Theatre to comment on his seemingly never-ending entrepreneurial 

expansion: 
 

Mr McKay's manifold other theatrical ventures include the organisation of the Shakespearian and Comedy Co., 

with which he just recently returned to Sydney after making the third of a most successful series of tours of the 

Northern Rivers..... So costly and exhilarating an entertainment is that now promised by Mr McKay [the Bo-

Peep tour] that he should meet with crowded houses, particularly in the country, where pantomime on the scale 

on which he is presenting it is really being seen for the very first time (Nov. 1910, 10). 
 

On Christmas Eve the company presented for the first time in Sydney their pantomime, Bo-Peep (Exhibition Building, 

Alfred Park). Written by Harry Taylor - author of Dick Whittington (1902), among others - the company by now 

included Bruce Drysdale and Phyllis Faye, Ruby Davies, Dot Ireland, and Vicky Miller - all of whom were to later 

become established high profile vaudeville performers in Australia. It is not clear whether the Sydney production was 

the pantomime's premiere or whether it had early been staged in regional NSW. McKay recalls this time of his career in 

a 1916 Theatre interview, but provides no time line: 
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I next procured a portable tent with a seating capacity of 1500 and a stage correspondingly large. At this time I 

was struck by the scarcity of touring musical shows and decided that my first venture would be one of a musical 

character. I chose pantomime for preference, as no touring company other than the late John Sheridan's (who 

played only a few towns), had exploited 'panto' through Inland [sic] Australia…. In four weeks time the libretto 

and music were written, the wardrobe's made by Zenda, scenery (including a transformation scene) painted by 

Harry Whaite, the moving theatre and the one hundred and one etceteras that go with it specially built, the 

company organised and rehearsed, and the panto produced at Mudgee, a town about 200 miles from Sydney… I 

might mention that after these preliminary necessities and the first class fares for thirty-two people had been paid 

I boarded the train solvent - and only solvent. My capital, which I carried in my vest pocket, consisted of 1/6… 

However, my credit must have been good, for the [Mudgee] shopkeepers were pleased to send along anything 

that was required (McKay 42). 
 

 The following year McKay's company went through Queensland under the auspices of Harry Clay. Advertised as 

the largest production ever toured in the Commonwealth, by all accounts much of the public's initial interest lay in the 

size of the mammoth mining tent the company used, (it is said to have by then seated some 2,000 people and taken 

several days to erect). The critical responses to the shows themselves were also overwhelmingly enthusiastic.
45

 While 

the Bo-Peep tour utilised rail and steamer for its transportation, McKay's other tours around this period involved a 

variety of methods, including stage coach, bullock wagons, cars, trucks and even sulkies. In some instances the 

distances travelled, and in the harshest of conditions, indicate how hardy these show people were. In his "What About 

the Rabbits" interview, for example, McKay recalls having to "jump" from Mackay in North Queensland to the Riverina 

in South-western NSW in order to make a certain show date - a distance of 1600 miles (42). After a year on the road the 

company once again returned to Sydney, opening at Manly in December with Bo-Peep. The Theatre suggested even 

then, that McKay's "unflagging energy must certainly bring him to the front some day as one of Sydney's biggest 

theatrical managers" (Jan. 1912, 6). 

 From 1912 and up until around 1916 McKay operated two touring companies at one time - one offering 

pantomime and the other serious drama, more often than not presenting Shakespeare. The companies toured all the 

Australian states, with the dramatic company also being known to have operated under a tent for its productions. A New 

Zealand tour was also undertaken by McKay's "Royal Pantomime Company" in 1913 (see Christchurch, 28 Nov.).  That 

same year the Theatre published a series of photographs showing McKay's company on tour through inland Australia, 

providing further insight into the conditions experienced by troupes such as his even as late as 1912. 

 Sometime around 1914-15 McKay dropped the dramatic company tours in favour of two pantomime companies, 

no doubt forced into this by the greater financial returns offered through presenting popular theatre. One of the principal 

attractions during 1914 was the company's locally written Mother Goose pantomime, which starred Jim Gerald (the 

dame) and Essie Jennings (principal boy). The pair had only recently been leased to McKay by the Fullers, initially on a 

semi-permanent basis, but the conditions they were offered saw them stay with McKay until 1916. McKay's two 

companies even toured for a while on the Fullers circuit, the itineraries including Melbourne (Lyric Theatre, St Kilda), 

Adelaide, Perth, Fremantle, Sydney (Princess Theatre) and the NSW and Queensland regions.  Ross B. Simpson, 

McKay's Sydney-based business partner, estimated that the No 1 Company (comprising 25 performers) had by itself 

travelled some 27,000 miles during the 12 month period to July 31, 1915 (TT: Aug. 1915, 33).  Australian Variety 

proposed in its 18 November issue of 1914 that McKay deserved every success for getting such a good vaudeville talent 

together: 
 

Stanley McKay’s Pantomime, Mother Goose, is showing at the Lyric Theatre, on the Esplanade, St Kilda [Melb], 

and a tidy little combination it is, too, and also Australian vaudeville artists are here getting a decent chance to 

show what they can really do, and are miles ahead of some of the imported article, which is constantly being 

pushed into Australia for a Christmas pantomime, heralded by a lot of newspaper junket and interviews, and if the 

truth is really known they come out of a small time pantomime in the 'smalls' of England. Essie Jennings, as 

principal boy is great, her beautiful figure making the society crowd look some, and her singing and acting being 

a real knock-out to this scribe...Jimmy Gerald (alias Fitzgerald) is a fair dame, and scores solid throughout, 

although some of his songs want nailing down his box. On the whole, McKay deserves every success for getting 

such good vaudeville talent together (18 Nov. 1914, n. pag.). 
 

Following their successful Melbourne season at the Lyric Theatre, the No 1 Pantomime Company settled in at the 

Fullers' Princess Theatre (Syd), opening with a new production, Old Mother Hubbard (14 Aug.), followed by revivals 

of Mother Goose and Bo-Peep. The No 2 Pantomime Company, managed by Leslie Smith, was meanwhile on tour 

through Queensland, staging the same three productions (TT: Sept. 1915, 52-3), along with an up-to-date version of 

John F. Sheridan's "great Irish musical comedy" Fun on the Bristol; Or, The Widow O'Brien (see Charters Towers 4 

Sept.). The stars of that company were Drysdale and Faye, Harry Little and Esmee McLennan. In December McKay 

sent the No 1 Company on a six month tour through the New Zealand dominions under the direction of George 

Stephenson (TT: Feb. 1916, 4).
46

 The two principal pantomimes toured were Mother Goose and Cinderella (TT: May 

1916, 10). McKay then brought the No 2 troupe back to Sydney where they opened at Harry Clay's Bridge Theatre in 

late December with their version of Bo-Peep (AV: 12 Jan. 1916, n. pag.). 
 

                                                           
45     For further details see Clay Djubal. "Harry Clay and Clay's Vaudeville Company, 1965-1930 (1998), Appendix C - 1911. 
46     See Grand Opera House, Wellington, 19 Feb. 1916. 
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Stanley McKay's Co taking Shakespeare to inland towns 
Theatre Mar. 1913, 9. 

(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 
 

 In early April, around the same time that the No 1 Company returned to Australia (and according to George 

Stephenson with a "handsome balance on the right side"), McKay expressed his intention to enlist with Australia's 

armed forces. Stephenson suggested that it would be easy work for him considering the Herculean labours he had 

undertaken during the past five or six years (TT: May 1916, 10). The following month McKay volunteered for active 

duty and closed down his theatrical operations prior to undertaking military training. Most of the male members of the 

company also enlisted with McKay, including Jim Gerald, Bruce Drysdale and Leslie Smith.  McKay left Australia in 

late August as a Corporal in the Fifth Brigade (Artillery), Ninth reinforcements, having trained as a field gunner. It was 

with the 14th Light French Mortar Battery, however, that he served out the war in France and Belgium. Although 

spending a good deal of time at the front, the showman nevertheless still found opportunities to keep his hand in at the 

theatre game. The National Library letter (5244) indicates that he organised shows while in camp in Australia, while on 

board the troopship steaming to England, in camp in Salisbury, and even in France when his unit had a rest period (1). 

During his tour of duty McKay occasionally found time to write to the Theatre, informing readers mostly of his 

attempts to stage theatricals and his observations of wartime activity. Even though thousands of miles from home 

McKay still couldn't escape the old theatrical network - at one stage having his scenery painted by an old mate - who 

also happened to be the brother of Nellie Ferguson. Always one to put things in perspective McKay finished one letter 

from Belgium - in which he details recent productions of The Waybacks, Fun on the Bristol and The Merchant of 

Venice - by making passing comment that one of the greatest battles in history was raging as he wrote (Dec. 1917, 

13).
47

 After the war ended in November 1918, McKay is said to have obtained permission to remain in England so as to 

spend time studying theatrical production in London and Stratford-on-Avon. On his return to Australia he organised 

with the Victorian and NSW Education departments to tour Shakespearian plays set for current school study to high 

schools in both states.
48

 

        While much research into Stanley McKay's career between the end of the war and 1924 is still required, it is 

known that he continued touring his pantomime and dramatic companies throughout Australia and New Zealand, much 

as he had done previously - although possibly not under canvas. One season known to have been staged in Sydney in 

1922 was at the old Strand Theatre, Leichhardt, with the company then starring Bert Desmond and Mattie Jansen (see 

also Desmond file in this appendix). In 1923 McKay joined forces with Alf Coleman to again tour pantomime with a 

moveable theatre - the combined company is said to have been the largest operation based out of Sydney at that time. 

Operating under the title, "The Aldwych Theatre" - after the popular structure of the same name which became the 

vogue in London during the war - the new company's debut was at Inverell during the town's show week - with 

following destinations including Guyra, Tenterfield, Glen Innes, Quirindi and Tamworth, followed by a Northern NSW 

Rivers tour. The pantomimes staged included Bluebeard, Mother Hubbard, Little Bo-Peep and a new revue - Around 

the World (E: 24 Jan. 1923, 33). 

 It is not clear how long the Coleman/McKay association lasted. No mention of Coleman has been found in any 

reports published in 1924. An undated reference from Everyone's (ca. Oct.) indicates, however, that the company had 

reverted to playing theatres. McKay's engagements around October that year were mostly located in the Riverina and 

                                                           
47     See also McKay's letter in the Theatre Apr. 1918, 9. 
48   See McKay Collection letter and "In the World of Music and Drama" SYM: 2 Feb. (1921), 14. 
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south-western regions of NSW (including Wagga ca. 25 Oct.; Gundagai 26 Oct. - 2 Nov.). The company at that time 

included Billy and Ivy Cass, Will Raynor and Rosie Brennan. Following a tour of the western NSW (including 

Bathurst, Orange, Nyngan and Narromine) in early 1925, McKay returned to Sydney briefly in May to organise both a 

North Coast tour and a return visit to Victoria. By 1926 his organisation was touring both pantomime and opera. 

Everyone's 15 December 1926 issue notes, for example, that McKay's operations that year had been largely confined to 

New Zealand and New South Wales. Further insights into the hazards of commercial theatre touring are also provided 

in this article:  
 

During the first six months of the year, the repertoire was devoted solely to pantomime, and since July - on the 

company's return to Australia - Mr McKay arranged with Mr Walter George to present his operatic revues, which 

were so very successful for some years at the Fullers' city theatres… During the tour of the Dominion successful 

seasons were given in Auckland and the itinerary included all the most important centres in the North Island and 

also on the West Coast of the South Island… When en route from Tauanga [however]… the company had the 

unpleasant experience of being shipwrecked on "Slipper Reef" (125). 
 

 Everyone's records in an earlier issue that McKay's musical company had done excellent business at Narrandera 

(NSW) during show week, while also proposing that the company was "far above the average" (27 Oct. 1926, 5). Of 

special note, too, 1926 saw McKay accorded the honour of being the first theatrical manager to stage a pantomime in 

the nation's capital - with the ever-popular Bo-Peep being produced at the Causeway Hall, Canberra on 25 October. 

Other productions to be part of the company's 1926 repertoire included: The Geisha Girl, The King of Dunnowherski, 

Laughing Time, The Orange Girl, The Forty Thieves and The New Aladdin (E: 13 Oct. 1926, 38).  The following 

year, around May, McKay took his company back across the Tasman to once again tour the Dominion circuit. The final 

years of the decade also saw Stanley McKay's Enterprises present a number of Frank Neil's Grand Opera successes - 

notably Up in Mabel's Room and Getting Gertie’s Garter. These productions were produced under the banner - Stanley 

McKay's Musical Comedy Co (E: 12 Dec. 1928, 132). Among the company were Joe Rox, Les Shipp and Grace Quine.   

 Although no further data has been collected on Stanley McKay within the temporal parameters of this survey, 

several pieces of information had been located from later years. A photograph of McKay's Gaieties Chorus playing 

Rockhampton appears in the January/February 1987 issue of New Theatre Australia (10), while an undated article from 

1964 is held in the McKay Collection (National Library). In this brief overview of McKay's career the writer draws 

attention to both McKay's position as the oldest working showman in Australia and his generous spirit in supporting 

regional centres especially in Queensland, where he had much success over many decades. 
 

Few people know that the beautiful fountain which has proved a great tourist attraction in Townsville, and 

enjoyed by thousands of local residents was built at the suggestion of Mr McKay, and he supported his idea with 

the first donation of £500. At the same time he made a similar suggestion to the Mayor of Rockhampton, again 

supporting his idea with £500 (n. pag.). 
 

The article also goes on to note that McKay had returned to the state under his own auspices for the first time in eight 

years - "although every year he has toured as partner in productions arranged by other managements, such as the Reddy-

Benton Follies, Tibor Rudas Productions' Oriental Cavalcade and the Ziegfeld Follies (n. pag.). A 1971 article 

published in the Morning Bulletin also reflects on McKay's extraordinary career. 
 

He was always a strong believer in simple rules of living and the virtues of physical exercise and the outdoor life. 

When on tour if the distance between towns was no more than 20 miles and the weather favourable he would 

walk the journey while the rest of the company travelled by train or coach (15). 
 

 This perception of McKay as a man with unflagging energy is believed to have been with him from his youth. One 

Theatre critic writing in 1916 described him as "a man of untiring energy. To his many friends it was ever a matter of 

wonder how he contrived to keep going at the pace he worked. Yet never in the course of his association with the stage 

has he been incapacitated for a day" (Sept. 1916, 41). McKay's entrepreneurial efforts were frequently acknowledged by 

many within the industry, including the leading trade journals. He was often praised for his strong contributions as an 

actor during his early years, and for the skill with which he established the often critically acclaimed Sydney Muffs 

productions. His apparent disposition, professionalism and enthusiasm also reportedly earned him the respect and 

admiration of his fellow thespians, helping to create a theatrical enterprise which lasted some sixty years. 

 Stanley McKay spent the last years of his life at his home in the Sydney suburb of Willoughby, remaining 

relatively fit and alert until the last. "He was always a strong believer in simple rules of living and the virtues of physical 

exercise and the outdoor life. When on tour if the distance between towns was no more than twenty miles and the 

weather favourable he would walk the journey while the rest of the company travelled by train or coach" (MB: 10 June 

1971, 15). He died shortly before his 95th birthday. 
 
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

"Criterion Theatre – Stanley McKay Co. TT: Jan. (1910), 7.      [rnib] 

McKay Collection, Australian National Library (5244).  Incl. undated newspaper article: "Stanley McvKay's Gaieties of 1964." 
McKay, Stanley. "What about the Rabbits." TT: Sept. (1916), 41-2. 

"Mr Stanley McKay and Little Bo-Peep." TT: Nov. (1910), 10. 

NTA: Jan/Feb. (1987), 10.  Photograph of Stanley McKay's Gaieties.     [rnib] 
P: 15 Oct. (1904), 22.  Photograph.         [rnib] 

"Pantomime in Canberra." E: 13 Oct. (1926), 38. 

"Something about the Sydney Muffs."  TT: June (1906), 13. 
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"Stanley McKay's Companies." E: 12 Dec. (1928), 111.      [rnib] 
Sydney Muffs reviews: see also P: 15 Sept. (1904), 22; 15 Oct. 1904, 22; 15 May (1905), 26.  / TT: July1905, 15; Sept. (1905), 13; Nov. (1905), 7;  

 Jan. (1906), 9; and 23; Mar. (1906), 9; 13; Nov. (1907), 11; Dec. (1907), 7 and 18; Dec. (1908), 19; Feb. (1909), 8; Mar. (1909), n. pag.;  

 May (1909), 18; June (1909), 19; July (1909), 18-19; Sept. (1909), 19; Oct. (1909), 23.       [rnib] 
"Touring Companies - Stanley McKay's Pantomime and Opera Company." E: 15 Dec. (1926), 125. 

TT: June (1906), 14.    Photograph as Shylock.       [rnib] 

TT: Nov. (1910), 9.    Photograph.       [rnib] 
"Years of Gay Entertainment." MB: 10 June (1971), 14-15. 

 

 

 

JOHNNY MATLOCK 

Endman, comic, baritone. Possibly born in America, Johnny R. Matlock first arrived in Australia in 
1877 with Charles B. Hicks. He was later associated with leading Australian-based minstrels 
companies run by Frank Smith, Frank M. Clark, J. Billin, Dan Tracey and the Cogill Brothers. 
Matlock's experience in the USA saw him take on a leading role in helping to develop the skills of 

local artists emerging on the variety stage during the pivotal expansion years of 1880-1892. His 
career in Australia is known to have continued up until at least 1914. 

 

 A highly regarded baritone and blackface comic, Johnny Matlock's career prior to coming to Australia is 

somewhat unclear. His involvement in the Australian variety industry between the late 1870s through until the late 

1890s saw him become not only one of the country's leading minstrel artists of the era, but also one of its more 

influential. Matlock first came to Australia with African-American entrepreneur, Charles B. Hicks in 1877. Although 

not the first American minstrel troupe to tour the Antipodes, the New Georgia Minstrels are believed to have been the 

first fully-Negro minstrel troupe to visit the region.  Also in the troupe was comedian Sam Keenan who like Matlock 

remained in the country after establishing himself among the upper level of Australian-based performers. Matlock and 

Keenan were with Hicks for only a brief period in Australia as he parted company with the troupe in 1879 in order to 

return to America. Richard Waterhouse surmises that Hicks' had found himself financial straits despite having 

established the New Georgia Minstrels as the most popular touring variety company during that two year period.
49

  

 Some two years after ending their association with Hicks, Matlock and Keenan appeared with R. B. Lewis' 

Mastodon Coloured Minstrels. Along with the traditional minstrel farce, the company presented a number of second 

half burlesques. One of the more popular subjects to spoof around that period was Gilbert and Sullivan's H.M.S. 

Pinafore, and so for their Sydney Opera House season the Mastodon company staged to much success H.M.S. Pun-No-

Fear (21 May 1881). How long Matlock remained with Lewis' company is unclear, as are his whereabouts over the 

next two years. It is likely that he remained in the country for most of that time, however.  In this respect he was typical 

of many foreign minstrels who saw better opportunities for career advancement in the smaller Australia market than 

might otherwise be on offer within the enormous American and British variety industries.  

 In 1885 Matlock appeared on the bill of Melbourne's People Concerts (beginning 5 Sept). By the end of the year 

he was under contract to Frank Smith at the Alhambra (Syd). Three years later joined Frank M. Clark's troupe at 

Sydney's Academy of Music. This engagement lasted until 1891, at which time he began a season at Melbourne's 

Victoria Hall under the high profile management of J. Billin.  The following year Matlock accepted a contract with Dan 

Tracey at the Gaiety Theatre (Melb). This was followed by engagements with Cogill Brothers (1893) and Harry 

Barrington (1894). Among the key Australian artists he worked with during this period, and who in turn were to become 

leading and long-term figures in the variety industry, were: Harry Clay, Martyn Hagan and Lucy Fraser, Frank York, 

Ida Tauchert, Steve Adson, W. H. Speed, Edwin Shipp, W. B. Warner, Will Whitburn, Johnny Gilmore, Slade Murray 

and Harry and Katie Rickards. 

With industrial conditions under threat from the depression, Matlock (like most of his peers) was forced to move 

around the country on a frequent basis around the mid-1890s, finding work with whomever and wherever it was 

offered. It appears, however, that by the mid-to-late 1890s he was able to base himself largely out of Melbourne. His 

name appears on bills with such organisations as Fred Fordham (1897), the Peoples Concerts (1897-99), Dan Barry 

(1898), and the St George's Hall Minstrels (1898-99). In 1904 Matlock was once again with Frank M. Clark, although 

by this stage the once prominent entrepreneur was operating a lower-level variety company.  

 Johnny Matlock's career between 1904 and 1914 is unknown, but again, he most likely continued working in the 

local industry. Australian Variety records that he was running his own suburban circuit in 1914 but provides no details 

regarding the city (1 July 1914, 6).   
 
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

Waterhouse, Richard. "Antipodean Odyssey." (1986), 19-39. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
49  Richard Waterhouse provides an in-depth survey of Charles B. Hicks in "Antipodean Odyssey: Charles B. Hicks and the New Georgia 

Minstrels in Australia, 1877-1880."  Hicks died in Suraboya in 1902. 
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ARTHUR MORLEY 
 

Comic, singer, writer, songwriter, poet, revue company leader, director, producer. Born 

Arthur M. Welch, Morley came to Australia in the early 1880s and initially lived in the 
Rockhampton (Qld). His early career engagements (ca.1900-1914) were with companies like 
Percy St John and Ted Holland in Brisbane and Dix-Baker in Newcastle (NSW). He came to 

prominence in 1915 as the writer/director of several original revusicals that are known to 
have been among the first staged in the country. Two of his most popular productions were 
On the Sands (1915) and Dockum Street, Woolloomooloo (1917). Morley later worked for the 

Fullers, Harry Sadler and Reg Wykeham as revusical producer, writer and performer. He also 
contributed articles and poems to Australian Variety ca. 1915-16. While on tour in Western 

Australia during 1918 Morley became embroiled in the infamous Harry Sadler/Phyllis Faye 
court action, which saw manager Sadler sued for defamation. Morley retired from the stage 
briefly in 1920 after suffering a breakdown (possibly related to the scandal) but returned in 

1922 to produce a series of productions for Reg Wykeham at the Sydney Hippodrome. His last 
known engagements were with Bert Howarde in Sydney in1928 and with George Sorlie's 
Vaudeville and Revue Company in 1931. Morley was married to fellow variety artist, Elsie 
Bates. 

 

 Renowned as one of the country's premiere minstrel basso singers and a popular revue/farce comedian, Arthur 

Morley began his theatrical career in the Queensland regional areas during the early years of the new century. His first 

recorded appearance on the professional stage found to date was on 21 June 1900, when he was engaged by Percy St 

John for the Royal Burlesque and Specialty Company's season at the Theatre Royal (Bris). As a member of the troupe, 

Morley appeared in minstrel first parts as a basso singer and in both farces and burlesques as a comedian. Such 

productions included the burlesques The Yellow Dwarf and Blue-Eyed Susan Up-to-Date and farces such as Oysters 

and The Coming Man. One of Morley's poems, published in the 29 December 1915 issue of Australian Variety, 

suggests that he was involved in the lower levels of the industry prior to 1900. Titled "Stranded – Xmas 1897" the poem 

tells of a troupe of variety performers without enough money to even rent a hall or accommodation who are forced by 

inclement weather to stay in a small country town (see Appendix I).  

 In 1911, Morley presented a one-night season (by special request) in Rockhampton, along with his wife Elsie 

Bates. The Morning Bulletin notes that although Morley had grown up in the area it had been many years since he last 

appeared on the stage in that city. Morley and Bates were advertised on Harry Clay's program a few weeks later but 

were unable to appear, forcing Clay to apologise to the audience (11 July 1911). Regarded even in 1913 as "one of the 

old school," Morley undertook a six month engagement as stage manager for the Dix-Baker organisation (Newcastle) 

that year. Two years later he and wife Elsie Bates took up an offer from Clay to appear on his suburban circuit where 

they became firm favourites at the manager's Bridge Theatre headquarters. "Handsome Arthur Morley," wrote one 

Australian Variety critic in August, "is still a landmark, and judging by his reception nightly likely to be so" (18 Aug. 

1915, n. pag.). Morley had by this stage built a reputation for songwriting, scoring hits with original numbers like "The 

Old Veteran" (AV: 11 Aug. 1915, 6). Later that same year he took up an offer from Clay to write and direct a series of 

one act musical comedies, which he staged initially under the auspices of the Royal Musical Comedy Company. One of 

the first Australian-written revusicals presented on the vaudeville stage in Australia was Morley's On the Sands (Oct. 

1915). The popularity of these early revusicals led Clay to change the name of the troupe to Clay's No 1 Revue 

Company so as to highlight the connection with his company. The troupe by then included a number of highly 

experienced and well-regarded performers, notably Elsie Bates (in the principal lead female role), Amy Rochelle, Doris 

Baker, Ted Stanley and Ted Tutty.  Australian Variety wrote of one of his productions around this time: 
 

The Royal Musical Comedy Co. opened and was responsible for the "House Full" signs being out long before the 

curtain was raised. The company was brilliant, and surpassed all previous expectations. The whole show was 

bright and catchy, and did not leave one dull moment. Each item was cleverly and effectively given with 

excellent business and comedy touches, and the strong talent was particularly good. The musical items are fresh 

and attractive, and has (sic)] none of the hackneyed quality of many of the recent revues seen at other theatres 

lately. This revue was received with most marked manifestations of approval. As for the producing and the 

staging, it was excellent with original and artistic touches, and too much praise and credit cannot be given to Mr 

Arthur Morley, as he no doubt must have worked very hard to bring off such success. Arthur in his character, 

displayed ability and talent that has only been received from such experience that he has had (27 Oct. 1915, n. 

pag.). 
 

1916 saw Morley establish himself as Harry Clay's leading revue director, with his new productions during the 

year including A Kiss in the Dark, On Deck, Not a Word to the Wife and In Old Kentucky.  The popularity of these 

works was such that Morley was forced to warn "pirates," through the trade journals that the above revues and 

burlesques were his sole property and fully copyrighted. His output during 1917 included the revusicals Who's the 

Boss, Run for the Doctor, Six O’Clock Closing, Everybody's Doing It and the pantomime Aladdin.  During the same 

year, too, Morley was reportedly "in the course of preparation for a moving picture which will run into five reels, 

entitled The Power of Man." Australian Variety reported that Elsie Bates would similarly play an important part in the 

production (2 May 1917, 8). Morley's huge workload at this stage was something that the trade magazines also 

frequently commented upon, noting that his responsibilities put him under great pressure. Not only was he required to 

create a steady stream of revues, but he also had to rehearse, produce and very often act in them as well. Although 
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Morley ended his fulltime association with Harry Clay in August 1917, it was reported that Clay had engaged him to 

purchase some revues during his forthcoming trip to America. Whether this eventuated is uncertain.  
 

 

Several months after finishing up with Clay Morley took 

up a role as producer/writer for Harry Sadler at the Princess 

Theatre (Syd). When Sadler accepted an offer to present 

vaudeville and revue at the Shaftsbury Theatre in Perth shortly 

afterwards he engaged a quality troupe from among his 

Princess Theatre company. Headed by Morley and Bates and 

including Jack "Porky" Kearns, and Phyllis Faye, the season got 

off to a particularly successful start but within a few months 

created national interest not through its on-stage performances 

but as a result of an off-stage scandal that involved Morley, 

Sadler, Faye (the company's lead soubrette), and to a lesser 

extent Kearns. The situation arose after Sadler apparently saw 

Morley leaving Faye's hotel room and accused the pair of 

having an affair. Sadler was apparently incensed because Faye's 

husband Bruce Drysdale, a vaudeville performer himself, was 

on war duty overseas. A bitter split in the troupe’s loyalties 

ensued, and as a result Morley, Bates and Faye left Sadler's 

company to join up with rival Perth entrepreneur and 

bookmaker Percy Dennis. Faye then sued Sadler, and 

subsequently all four performers became embroiled in one of 

the most infamous court cases involving the vaudeville 

industry.  A great deal of controversial evidence was presented, 

including Faye's revelations that Sadler had attempted to seduce 

her some years previously, when she was a young girl. The 

court found in favour of the plaintiff and she was awarded both 

damages (£25) and costs (said to have been very high). 
 
 

 

 

Arthur Morley 
Australian Variety 23 May 1917, 1. 
(Courtesy of the Mitchell Library) 
 

Following his Western Australian commitments Morley returned to Sydney, taking another engagement with 

Clay's, where he remained until sometime in 1919. One of his biggest successes during the period was Dockum Street, 

Woolloomooloo (which toured extensively through Queensland at one stage). In 1920 he retired from the entertainment 

industry, returning to Rockhampton with his wife, who is believed to have had a milliner's establishment there.  It is 

possible that Morley had earlier suffered a breakdown of some kind as several reports in the industry magazines 

indicate that he had disappeared for a period of time and could not be located by his wife. In 1922, however, he returned 

once again to the variety stage, appearing with The Arrivals of 1922, a company run by veteran actor/manager, Reg 

Wykeham, who was producing shows at the Hippodrome, Sydney.  Morley was again called on to write and direct his 

own revues (as well as appear in them as an actor). Two of the Hippodrome shows attributed to Morley were Ship Ahoy 

and All Ashore, both starring Sadie Gale, George Whitehead, Bert Desmond and Will and Dora Gilbert. It is unclear if 

Morley had a part in creating any other productions staged by the Arrivals troupe (see 1922 file fore details). In 1928 

Morley toured with a company run by Bert Howarde. Presenting mostly pantomime (including Beauty and the Beast) 

the troupe included Wal Rockley and Dan Thomas. Three years later he teamed up with George Sorlie to present a 

series of revusicals in Brisbane with Sorlie's newly formed vaudeville and revue company. Among the works staged 

during the troupe's season (7 Nov. 1931 - 2 Jan. 1932) were two of his earliest shows, On the Sands and Not a Word to 

the Wife along with a new pantomime, Mother Grundy. Morley played Demon Despair in the latter production. The 

costumes for the pantomime were also designed by 'Mrs Morley.' Research to date has located no other reference to 

Morley or Bates following their Brisbane engagement with Sorlie.          

Although associated with a numerous variety organisations throughout his career, it was his association with 

Harry Clay beginning 1915 that saw him reach the pinnacle of his creative and professional career. Indeed, his 

relationship with Clay over that period was essentially carried out in friendly rivalry, with both men attempting to outdo 

the other with audiences on occasion. Australian Variety records several instances when only Clay's greater experience 

(and position as boss) was able to overcome Morley's popularity: 
 

Arthur Morley sang "The Singer ws Irish" at Harry Clay's last week. This so moved old "Tad" in the front row of 

the stalls that he sent around "a small gift for the singer. It was a bright sovereign. On being told that the song 

could not be sung again in the second half, the old fellow signified his intention of being present [the next] week. 

But here's where Harry Clay gets in his dirty work. He is busy rehearsing all the Irish songs he can think of. "I'll 

be the first on the programme, too, declares Harry, "and I'll see if I can hit the old fellow for a tenner" (11 Aug. 

1915, 17). 
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The next week the magazine followed with a further report on the competitive repartee between the pair: 
 

Those young fellows - Harry Clay and Arthur Morley - are always having a go at one another. The latter, coming 

off stage after his turn at the Bridge Theatre the other evening said, "Say Harry, the audience are so used to giving 

me money for my wonderful efforts that somebody just threw sixpence up on the stage." "That's right old man," 

was the rejoinder, "They'll throw more than that before the finish." "I can bear that," was Morley's reply. "I'm the 

best looking singer for my age in Australia." "Well spare me days," said the white-haired one. "You don't half 

like yourself. Look at me - my beauty is not artificial. I need no grease paint to make me look pretty." The last 

squib was too much for Arthur, so he discreetly withdrew from the controversy" (18 Aug, 1915, 12) 
 

In addition to his career as an all-round variety performer, director and songwriter, Morley also frequently wrote articles 

and poems which were published in various magazines, notably Australian Variety. One of his earliest contributions 

was for that publication's 1915 Christmas edition. Several of his poems are included in Appendix I. 
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS:   
ON THE SANDS  [revusical]  Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1915);  NOT A WORD TO THE WIFE  [revusical]  Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] 
(1915);  ON DECK  [revusical]  Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1916); WHO'S THE LIAR  [revusical]  Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1916);  

SAINTS AND SINNERS [revusical]  Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1916);   A KISS IN THE DARK  [revusical]  Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] 

(1916);  ON THE LAND [revusical]  Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1916);  PICKING 'EM OUT  [revusical]  Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] 
(1916);  TICKETS PLEASE  [revusical]  Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1916); IN THE COURT OF FATHER XMAS  [pantomime]  Lib. Arthur 

Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1916); IN OLD KENTUCKY  [revusical] Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1916); A NIGHT IN PARIS  [revusical] Txt. Arthur 

Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1916);   ALADDIN  [pantomime] Lib. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1917); RUN FOR THE DOCTOR  [revusical] Txt. Arthur 
Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1917); THE BELLE OF PARSLEY BAY [revusical]  Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1917); DOCKUM STREET, 

WOOLOOMOOLOO  [revusical] Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1917);  EVERYBODY'S DOING IT  [revusical] Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] 

(1917);  SIX O'CLOCK CLOSING  [revusical] Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1917);  I'LL KILL THAT KID  [revusical] Txt. Arthur Morley; 
Mus. [n/e] (1917);  WHO'S THE BOSS  [revusical]  Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1917);   HOPALONG CASSIDY  [one act revusical]  Txt. 

Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1917);  ISLAND OF SPICE  [revusical] Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1917);  MISS CHILLY FROM CHILE 

[revusical] Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1917);  HOW TO GET RID OF A MOTHER-IN-LAW  [revusical] Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] 
(1918); YACKA HULA HICKEY DULA [revusical] Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1918);  LORD FOR A NIGHT  [revusical]  Txt. Arthur 

Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1918); SHIP AHOY [revusical] Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1922; ALL ASHORE [revusical] Txt. Arthur Morley; Mus. 

[n/e] (1922); MOTHER GRUNDY [pantomime] Lib. Arthur Morley; Mus. [n/e] (1931). 

 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 

"Clay's Budget."  AV: 4 Oct. (1916), n. pag. 

 

 

 

NAT PHILLIPS 
 

Comedian, producer, director, manager, writer, revue company leader, singer, songwriter, musician, 

sketch artist, acrobat. Born near Brewarrina (NSW) in 1883, Nat Phillips first appeared on the 
professional stage at eight years of age. He formed a partnership with Tommy Armstrong around 
1893 and the pair later toured the USA variety circuits for two years (c1901-03). In 1903 Phillips 
teamed up with Daisy Merritt, and after two years in America they moved to the UK and Europe, 

working primarily for Stoll Moss for some six years (c1906-1912). Returning to Australia in 1912 the 
couple were contracted to the Fullers Australasian circuit as sketch artists. Towards the end of 1914 
Phillips was elevated to the position of theatre manager/producer (Melb and Syd). The following year 

he began presenting his Stiffy character in sketches with Merritt. He also began writing his own 
farces, staging these with the companies he managed for the Fullers. In July 1916 the Nat Phillips' 
Tabloid Musical Comedy Company, starring Stiffy (Phillips) and Mo (Roy Rene) debuted at the 
Princess Theatre (Syd). Phillips wrote and directed all of the troupe's early revusicals, and also scored 
a major hit with his first pantomime, The Bunyip, produced by the Fullers in December 1916. Later 
pantomimes included: Cinderella, Mother Goose, Dick Whittington (Fullers) and Beauty and the Beast 
(George Marlow). Phillips and Rene temporarily split up the partnership (1925-1926) and during that 
period Phillips teamed up with Alec Kellaway (as Stiffy and Erb. Phillips and Rene reunited in early 

1927, but after 18 months dissolved the partnership again. Phillips toured his Whirligig Revue 
Company around Australia and New Zealand from 1928, forming onstage partnerships with several 
comedians, including Alec Kellaway, Syd Beck and Joe Lawman but eventually decided to move away 
from the revusical format and concentrate on songwriting. He died unexpectedly in 1932 shortly 

after negotiating a second Stiffy and Mo reunion with Rene. 
 

         From the evidence available, Stiffy the rabittoh appears to have been the first character on the popular culture 

stage to clearly express and be identified with Australian attitudes and idioms. Nat Phillips idea in creating his alter ego 

was to present a larrikin character from the inner city heartland of Waterloo and Redfern - someone who not only spoke 

the same way as his primary audience, but who's mannerisms, thoughts and expressions were both relevant to and 

reflective of that audience. That Stiffy's widespread appeal came about at a time when Australia had only recently 

begun to consider itself as a distinct and separate nation is not surprising. Australia's early involvement in the First 

World War also played a significant role in providing a groundswell of interest around Australia for local characters 

being depicted on the stage. Stiffy's considerable popularity with audiences right from his introduction in early 1915 

indicates that Australia's popular culture audience was keen to see itself represented on stage. Audiences not only 

wanted fully rounded, immediately identifiable local characters on the stage, but one's which appeared in situations that 

had social and cultural relevance to their everyday lives. Over a period of some eighteen months to two years Phillips 
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refined and developed Stiffy's traits through a series of sketches and farces (often played out opposite his wife Daisy 

Merritt), so that by mid-1916 Stiffy had become something more than a caricature or a two dimensional stage character. 

While Phillips and Merritt certainly found success with their sketches, Stiffy required an onstage foil of equal (and 

male) dimensions that invoked the mateship and egalitarian constructs which were then helping define a type of national 

character. This missing factor was solved in 1916 when Phillips teamed up Roy Rene and created Stiffy and Mo. What 

made their partnership different from virtually ever other comedy duo, however, was that they disregarded the 

traditional straightman/comic relationship, and played off each other for laughs as comic equals. This egalitarian 

approach created an even stronger bond with audiences, because Stiffy and Mo became the embodiment of Australian 

mateship. This ideological perspective, until then overlooked by variety performers and writers, helped turn Stiffy and 

Mo not only into stars, but into Australian social and cultural icons. 
 

 
 

Nat Phillips 

Nat Phillips Collection (UQFL 9 - Box 11) 

(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, University of Queensland) 

 

        Nat Phillips' claim that he was born under a wagon in an Aboriginal camp somewhere near Brewarrina in the 

early 1880s cannot be established for certain. The north-western NSW township is certainly acknowledged in official 

records as his birthplace. As his family does not appear to have had any connections with the area, it is possible that his 

birth occurred during a tour of the area by his parents, both of whom are believed to have been involved in the 

entertainment industry at that time. In a 1914 interview Phillips records that his father had been a concert singer, and 

that his mother's family's connections with the Australian stage went back to her father, Ralph Tolano, a manager who 

Phillips claims was the first person to produce East Lynne in Australia  - this being at Sydney's Royal Victoria Theatre 

("Princess's" 39). Phillips' uncle, Joe Tolano, a popular and well-regarded actor/stage manager in Australia in the late 

nineteenth century, is known to have appeared in productions with W. B. Gill and Edmund Holloway at the Queen's 

Theatre (Syd) in the early 1870s. Over the course of the next two decades Tolano was associated with Bland Holt, 

James Rainford, George Rignold, and the Melbourne-based partnership of Hennings, Stewart, Harwood and Coppin. 

Phillips' earliest memory of being a performer was as a child of eight in the early 1890s when he appeared as an 

acrobat in an amateur "line-up show" at a site where the Sydney Hippodrome would later stand (later the site of the 

Capital Theatre). At age ten he teamed up with another youngster, Tommy Armstrong, and the pair worked 

professionally as child acrobats and dancers, touring Australia for the next ten years before deciding to try their luck in 

America. Sometime prior to leaving for the States (ca 1901), Phillips met variety performer, Daisy Merritt, who was 

then married and the mother of three small children. It is speculated that the pair may have been involved in a 
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relationship at this time. In a Theatre interview conducted in 1914, Phillips mentions that he and Merritt married prior 

to his departure for the US (Dec. 1914, 39). This claim is contradicted, however, by information gathered in later years 

by the family of Jack Phillips (Nat's younger brother), which indicates that the couple married in New York in 1904. 

Phillips' final will, made in 1931, clouds this issue somewhat, however, when he claims that he and his wife had been 

married for 24 years - suggesting that it could have been as late as 1907. What does appear to have happened, though, is 

that Phillips left for America around 1901 without Merritt. She remained in Australia performing and running her own 

dance school in Sydney (opposite the Criterion Theatre). According to advertisements placed in the Sydney Morning 

Herald in early 1903 she specialised in step and fancy dancing. 

        Nat Phillips and Tommy Armstrong are believed to have 

remained together in America for two years before deciding to go 

their separate ways. According to Phillips he sent for Merritt 

sometime prior to the break-up and they opened the night after the 

final Phillips and Armstrong performance (TT: Dec. 1914, 39). 

Phillips and Merritt spent possibly three to four years working the 

American variety circuits (c 1903-05) before heading to Britain 

and Europe. Their reputation by this stage was such that they were 

able to secure a contract with the eminent British variety circuit, 

Stoll Moss. Phillips claims in the 1914 Theatre interview that the 

contract was for 32 weeks each year up until 1916. Over the next 

six or so years the pair played virtually every syndicate hall in the 

UK and appeared on regular occasions at the Coliseum Theatre 

(London). Their act around this time had developed into a comedy 

routine that featured Phillips' piano playing and acrobatic 

capabilities. They also utilised their combined expertise in 

eccentric dancing and vocal work. When not engaged on the Stoll 

Moss circuit Phillips and Merritt toured a number of European 

circuits, playing such countries as Holland, Germany and Russia. 

For these largely non-English-speaking audiences they simply cut 

out their sketch work and relied instead on physical comedy and 

singing (ibid 39). 
 

 

Tommy Armstrong 

Theatre May 1915, 37 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, University of Queensland) 

 
 

In 1912 Phillips and Merritt returned to Australia to visit family on what was initially supposed to be a holiday. 

While in Sydney, however, they were offered a two week season by Ben and John Fuller. The reception they received 

the night Ben Fuller saw their act convinced him to offer them a 12 month contract on the spot. The conditions and 

prospects offered were such that they decided against taking up the four years option they still had with Stoll Moss, and 

instead went on the Fullers' Australian and New Zealand circuit for the next two years. In late 1914 Phillips was offered 

the position of manager of the Fullers' Princess Theatre (Syd), a role he undertook in addition to his nightly 

performances. Much of the press attention accorded the pair during this period was highly positive, often making 

special mention of Phillips' multi-faceted roles as manager/writer, composer and actor. As one of the Fullers' senior 

managers, Phillips' role was essentially that of director, writer, performer and accountant. The Theatre records in its 

April 1915 issue, for example, that during the past five months as manager Phillips had contrived to give audiences a 

fresh finale each week. "Mr Phillips is a strong believer in farces," writes the critic. "In all of them Mr Phillips himself 

played the principal comedy part. For acting of this kind he has a distinct gift, and in the farces he was responsible for 

some excellent - indeed memorable - character studies" (43). Three of his farces staged around late 1914 were The 

Gasman, The German Spy and The German Invasion. Phillips' position as manager at the Princess also allowed him 

the opportunity of employing four of his brothers at various times. Ray (scenic artist), Harry (stage director/mechanist) 

and Jack (manager/writer/director) and Dave (manager/ actor/ mechanist) eventually went on to carve out their own 

careers in the Australian entertainment industry. Harry and Dave Phillips worked with the Fraser Film Company during 

their early careers; while Jack followed his older brother into vaudeville management with the Fullers (his initial 

employment as the Princess Theatre's stage manager was elevated to manager from around April 1916 onwards when 

Nat and Daisy temporarily moved to Melbourne to manage the Fullers' Gaiety and Bijou theatres).
50

 Although highly 

regarded as a manager, Nat Phillips' on-stage performances with Merritt appear to have impressed the critics the most. 

In its November 1914 issue, the Theatre drew particular attention to their dancing, suggesting that the couple's "Square 

Rag" and "Seventeenth Century Waltz" were unequalled in terms of grace and charm (33, 37). Interestingly, although 

proposing that Daisy Merritt was invariably "hysterical," the same Theatre critic also suggested that if she was to 

continue forcing her voice to become louder, she ran the risk of losing "every day the little tone it originally 

possessed…" The critic went on to propose that the problem did not seem to be down to faulty production, because 

'production' is a word that can't in any way be applied to her singing" (37).  

                                                           
50    The Nat Phillips Collection (Fryer Library, University of Queensland) also holds a number of scripts and other items belonging to Jack 

Phillips. These indicate that he also wrote and directed a number of revusicals during his career. 
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Daisy Merritt and Nat Phillips  
"The People of Joy and Gladness" 

Nat Phillips Collection (UQFL 9 - Box 3) 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, University of Queensland) 

Some time around late 1914 Phillips began 

developing his original larrikin character, Stiffy the 

rabbit-oh, who he first introduced in sketches with 

Merritt early the next year. Australian Variety also 

records in its 10 February 1915 issue that Stiffy was by 

then being included "in a series of concluding farces at 

the Princess" (6). Whether Phillips included Stiffy in 

the act he and Merritt staged during their seven month 

tour of the East, beginning in September 1915, has not 

been established.
51

  Stiffy's popularity at that time, 

however, was such that he was forced to write to 

Australian Variety shortly after leaving Australia 

warning other practitioners that he held the Australian 

rights "to the 'Stiffy' series of sketches recently worked 

by him over the Fuller circuit… [and that it was his] 

intention to proceed against any performers infringing 

on them" (13 Oct. 1915, 12). The Nat Phillips 

Collection contains at least three Stiffy sketches from 

around this period, these being Stiffy the Steward 

(described as a nautical comedy in 3 spasms), Sowing 

the Patch, and Stiffy the Lunatic. The latter sketch is 

believed to have been among the last of his Stiffy 

farces prior to teaming up with Roy Rene.
52

 Australian 

Variety writes of Phillips' exceedingly popular 

character in its 24 May 1916 issue: "Stiffy the Rabbit-

o is a daisy. Nat is a comedian of 'Merritt.' She's a 

daisy, too" (5). 
 

Upon returning to Australia in March 1916, Phillips and Merritt opened in Perth (TT: Apr. 1916, 28), with Nat 

immediately re-introducing Stiffy to Australian audiences. Buoyed by the audience responses he began developing 

around this time several one act musical comedies based around Stiffy's exploits (these later became the first Stiffy and 

Mo revusicals). Perth was followed by a season in Adelaide around May/June. Their stay in Adelaide was cut short, 

however, when the Fullers requested that Phillips return to Sydney so he could take over the reigns of Albert and Maud 

Bletsoe's company, which had just returned from Brisbane minus the Bletsoes. Phillips put together a new troupe 

comprising members of the Bletsoe ensemble (which included an up and coming young comic by the name of Roy 

Rene) and several high profile performers contracted to the Fullers. The company quickly rehearsed Phillips' new 

shows, fine tuning the scripts so as to take advantage of the particular skills of each performer.  The vast experience 

brought to the company from seasoned variety artists like Walter Jackson (aka Walter Whyte), Maisie Pollard, Horace 

Mann and Caddy Franks, and Phillips and Merritt, meant that the ensemble were very quickly able to develop an 

onstage rapport which allowed them to work of each other during the many improvisational scenes, particularly those 

involving Phillips and Rene. The company, billed as Nat Phillips Tabloid Musical Comedy Company, opened for a six 

week season at the Princess Theatre on 16 July 1916 with What O Tonight.  Built largely around the Stiffy character, 

the script called for a Jewish off-sider by the name of Sol, which Phillips' gave to Rene. Although barely 23 years old 

Rene was confident enough even then of his position in the troupe and suggested to Phillips that his character should 

have another name. With opening night almost upon them, Rene had still not come up with a suitable moniker his 

suggestion, "Ikey" had been rejected - possibly due to it having been associated with Bert Le Blanc's popular alter ego, 

Ike Cohen). According to Rene his alter ego's name was eventually chosen when the Princess Theatre's stage doorman, 

Bill Sadler (brother of the theatre's lessee Harry Sadler), said spontaneously one day, "why don't you call yourselves 

Stiffy and Mo" (Rene 63).  

 The initial response to the Nat Phillips' season appears to have caught everyone by surprise. He followed the 

opening production with five more original revusicals (the extent of their repertoire at the time), garnering rave reviews 

from the critics and drawing large crowds to every performance. Within a few weeks of opening it became clear to the 

Harry Sadler and his partner Jack 'Porky' Kearns that they had a hit on their hands, and Phillips had his contract 

extended by a further six weeks. With no more revusicals written Phillips had little option but to begin repeating some 

of the previous shows while desperately writing new material. One of the first new shows to be staged was Yes We 

Don't (better known later as The Plumbers). This production is historically significant in that it was very likely the first 

to be developed by Phillips around both characters rather than around Stiffy. Indicative of the interest in the company 

during its first season together was Australian Variety's unprecedented decision to turn its 30 August edition into a 

special Nat Phillips Company issue. Along with reviews and insights the issue also included several photographic 

spreads, including both the front and back covers. The following issue (6 Sept.) also featured a full page photographic 

spread. A number of comments made in Australian Variety over the course of the season indicate that the Stiffy and Mo 

                                                           
51    The tour is believed to have started at the Empire Theatre, Colombo, Ceylon. 
52     The Stiffy the Lunatic manuscript indicates that it was written on 31 May 1916, barely six weeks prior to the Stiffy and Mo premiere in July. 

See Nat Phillips Archive (Fryer Library, University of Queensland), UQFL9, Box 1b. 
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partnership was but one of several factors which led to the company finding such spectacular success so quickly. 

Indeed, the most often raised factor was Phillips' involvement as writer, director, songwriter, actor and company 

manager. One critic wrote, for example: "He has impregnated the various tabloids with a fund of unadulterated humour, 

altered the choruses almost out of recognition, and arranged his dialogues so as to give each principal a chance of 

showing what he or she can do towards the success of the show," wrote the magazine's variety critic (30 Aug. 1916, n. 

pag.). The unexpected success was not without its problems, however. The pressure put on the company saw Daisy 

Merritt suffer a minor nervous breakdown in September, leaving Phillips and Rene to cover the spot with additional 

improvised 'business' until she recovered (AV: 27 Sept. 1916, n. pag.). Reviewing the company's final weeks the 

Theatre also records in its October issue that "never in its history was the Princess filled night after night for three 

months as it has been by Mr Phillips… The business he did there is easily a record for the building. It is a triumph for 

Mr Phillips that he has every reason to be proud of" (49). 

 Contrary to the long-held belief that Phillips and Rene dominated the shows through their comic interplay, it has 

now been ascertained that the entire troupe, including chorus/ballet played a significant role in elevating the company to 

Australia's leading wartime revusical company.  Indeed, the original company, which boasted the talents of Daisy 

Merritt, Maisie Pollard (who played the juvenile female roles), Peter Brooks (the "handsome" juvenile lead), and 

seasoned vaudeville veterans Horace Mann, Caddy Franks, and Walter Jackson
53

 remained together largely unchanged 

for several years, thus providing a level of continuity and experience that set it apart from all but Bert Le Blanc's 

Travesty Stars. Phillips wasn't opposed to bringing in special guests on occasion, however, with some of the more well-

known being Courtney Ford and Ivy Davis (1916), Harry Sadler (1916) and Nellie Kolle (1917). Some later members 

included: Mike Connors and Queenie Paul (c 1922-1925), Sadie Gale (1927), Amy Rochelle (c 1918-19, 1927), Vince 

Courtney (c 1918), Belle Pollard (c1921-22), Harry Ross (1927-28), and Alec and Jack Kellaway (1927-28). Perhaps 

most interesting is that a survey of reviews published in newspapers and magazines throughout the entire Stiffy and Mo 

company era demonstrates that the troupe was viewed very much as an ensemble, and that the other members were both 

highly regarded and very well-known by their contemporaries. Each performer invariably brought with him or her 

specialty acts or abilities that were incorporated into the shows as feature presentations. A study of the five manuscripts 

held in the Nat Phillips Collection also demonstrates that the stories were built just as much around the ensemble 

characters as they were around Stiffy and Mo, a factor which was significant given that each show ran for 

approximately an hour and would have lagged with audiences had Stiffy and Mo dominated the proceedings as much as 

contemporary historians have led us to believe.  Of course Stiffy and Mo were still the company's major drawcard, with 

each revusical being based around the pair. Over the years as new members came in to the troupe they took over the 

other parts as required, and either added their own stamp of personality to the established roles or were able to originate 

new roles created for them by Phillips.  

There is little doubt, however, that Nat Phillips' twenty or more years as a professional comedian provided the 

foundation which allowed both he and Rene to not only establish a unique and groundbreaking Australian comedy 

partnership but to also push the limits of improvisation into new territory. Interestingly, while Stiffy was generally seen 

as more typically Australian, even despite his strong Irish characteristics, Mo's Hebrew persona and dialect was also 

regarded as being typical of the Australian larrikin. As previously mentioned, Stiffy and Mo ideally suited the times 

because they espoused the ideal of Aussie mateship at a time when the war (and notably Gallipoli) was having arguably 

is greatest impact. In line with this fast-growing national character trait Stiffy and Mo were mates through thick and thin 

(although this certainly didn't stop them from trying to put one over each other). Infused with a sense of fatalism they 

took everything in their stride, accepting their lot in life but always on the lookout for any opportunities - legal or 

otherwise. Their innate sense of egalitarianism meant, however, that any character pretentious enough to think they 

were better than them was in for it. That almost every Stiffy and Mo revusical appears to have involved such characters 

suggests that this was a favoured theme with Australia's popular culture. Another factor in the success of Stiffy and Mo 

was that their choice of attire typified them as city larrikins (and hence they rarely changed their costumes over the 

years). Mo usually wore a singlet, an old pair of pants, a waistcoat, boots and anybody's hat, while Stiffy often sported a 

South Sydney jersey, an ancient pair of pants, an old vest and out-sized boots. "If the lot caught fire, Phillips once noted 

in an interview, "we wouldn't lose five bob between us." Rene was just as quick to point out to Phillips, however, that 

for insurance purposes he should keep in mind that the clothes represented at least several hundred quid in terms of their 

importance to the show!  (TT: Jan. 1919, 4).  

Nat Phillips' success with this new venture made a huge impression on Benjamin and John Fuller Jnr. Already 

aware of his potential as a manager/director, they subsequently commissioned him to produce their 1916 Christmas 

pantomime. Phillips was put him back in charge of running the Princess Theatre during the final months of 1916 so that 

he could work on the production, and over that period of time he collaborated with young Victorian variety entertainer, 

Ella Airlie on a script she had submitted to the Fullers which told the story of a mythical Australian bush creature 

known as the bunyip. Airlie had originally conceived the story as a revusical but without a romance angle the Fullers 

deemed it unsuitable. The original Australian setting and characters were, on the other hand, viewed with some 

optimism, and the Fullers gave Phillips the go-ahead to adapt the script into a contemporary pantomime extravaganza. 

How much involvement Phillips had in the writing of the libretto is not clear, although there was some speculation at 

the time that much of the end result was through Phillips' input, with only the bare bones of Airlie's original story 

remaining. Several songs were contributed by Airlie, however, along with those of the production's music director, Dr 

Herbert De Pinna. Actors Marsh Little, Fred Monument and Vince Courtney also provided additional songs for their 

                                                           
53    Walter Jackson (aka Walter Whyte) was well-known in opera and musical comedy circles as one of the country's foremost tenors, having 

previously been a member of J. C. Williamson's opera company, along with the likes of John Ralston and Dolly Castles. 
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particular scenes. The show, which featured Stiffy and Mo in a number of scenes, was a monumental success for the 

Fullers and firmly established Phillips as the country's most promising new variety/pantomime director. The Bunyip 

toured around the country over the next few years, mostly being presented as part of each Stiffy and Mo season. It 

continued to be revived up until at least 1924, however, in an adapted form, and without Stiffy and Mo. Over the next 

decade Phillips was also contracted by the Fullers to write and/or produce a number of original pantomimes, with these 

being Cinderella, Dick Whittington and His Cat, Mother Goose and Robinson Crusoe. Stiffy and Mo appeared in 

several of these pantomimes. In Cinderella, for example, Mo was a "bailiff who follows his job without malice" and 

Stiffy "his cobber who butts into cottage and palace" (TT: Mar. 1921, 14).  

Although known mostly for his revue writing, directing and performances as Stiffy, Nat Phillips also occasionally 

contributed songs to his productions, one such number being "Palestine," first known to have been performed in 1922 as 

part of the musical comedy revue In the Army (it was sung by Roy Rene). A song celebrating Bert Hinkler's record-

breaking flight to Australia from England was written by Phillips for Amy Rochelle, with other published compositions 

including: "Goodbye Everyone" (1920) and "Rachel Cohen" (1920, possibly co-written with Roy Rene).
54

 He also 

composed songs for both his own pantomimes and other Fullers' productions.  "Grey Hair, Grey Eyes," (co-written with 

Bert Reid) was incorporated into The Bunyip (1916), while "Baby's Rainbow Trail" became a local hit when introduced 

into his 1921 Dick Whittington pantomime. The 1920/21 revival of Frank Neil's Bluebeard also included a Phillips' 

song, "The Piccaninny's Land of Dreams."  

Between 1916 and 1925 Nat Phillips' Stiffy and Mo Company
55

 toured the country, playing in some instances 

seasons of more than six months at a time. Whenever based in any location for a lengthy period Phillips would rent a 

house away from the city so that he and Merritt could maintain some semblance of privacy. He would use morning to 

write new material before joining the troupe for rehearsals and/or matinee shows around mid-day. For the almost eight 

months the company spent in Brisbane in 1918, for example, Phillips lived in the coastal township of Cleveland, 

cementing his reputation as Australia's foremost variety producer by driving his expensive motor car into the city and 

back each day. Reviews in both the industry magazines and the local Brisbane Courier paper frequently called attention 

to Phillips' role as company leader and the exceptional and hardworking support ensemble. An example of this can be 

seen by the fact that 19 weeks into the season the company had staged 17 separate shows - all written and directed by 

Phillips (AV: 28 June 1918, n. pag.).
56

 An example of how busy their tour schedule was can be seen by the company's  

touring itinerary to December 1918 (2 ½ half years), which included: Sydney (12 and 9 weeks at the Princess, 14 weeks 

at the Grand Opera House with The Bunyip); Adelaide (12 weeks); Melbourne (33 weeks); Brisbane (30 weeks); and 

Newcastle (12 weeks). 

In 1922 Phillips and Rene released a book of jokes called Stiffy and Mo's Book of Fun. It is believed to have 

been sold largely at their shows. Not all of the material was their own, however, as they also utilised jokes that had been 

published in English and American collections over the previous years (TT: Feb. 1923, 25).  That same year also saw a 

number of new performers join the troupe, which had until then been remarkably stable. The newcomers included Mike 

Connors and Queenie Paul, Keith Connelly, New Zealander Gladys Shaw, Doc O'Brien and Ida Merton. Despite their 

continued popularity, by 1924 some level of tension began to develop between Phillips and Rene, due in large part to 

both their different natures and the close proximity they shared for nine years. Phillips, the consummate professional, 

paid much attention to detail, organising regular rehearsals and reworking any scenes or characters that fell short of his 

expectations. Rene on the other hand hated rehearsals, preferring to keep things fresh and relying on improvisation 

rather than over-production. While Phillips encouraged improvisation, he nevertheless expected his company (including 

Rene) to know when to return to the script. The strain that emerged as both men pushed the limits of each others' 

patience eventually led to the decision to part ways. A number of sources in later years have claimed that Rene's 

increasingly smutty humour led to the partnership breaking up in 1925. The final straw is said to have occurred in 

Adelaide when Rene uttered a piece of vulgarity regarding the city's nude statues forcing Phillips (or the Fullers' 

management) to sack him.
57

 However, according to Billy Moloney, Rene's humour has been remembered as being much 

worse than was ever presented. "I was able to see a lot of Mo [and] while there  was a  certain  amount of double 

entendre,  there was never a tithe of the smut that unreliable memories and distorted hearsay have attributed… actually 

one needed a dirty mind to know what was going on" As Moloney recalls Mo saying once: "Thometimeth my gath have 

a double meaning. I object to a thow vere ther ith no get-out. I leave it to the audienth to take thingth dirty if they vant 

to." As Moloney further notes the problem was that often the audience found dirt where none was intended: "Mo's 

expressive leer was no sure sign of lechery. For all his reputation, Roy Rene was most critical of other comedians' 

'blueness'" (23-4). A comprehensive analysis of reviews published throughout their career together also supports 

Moloney's claim, with mention of Rene's blue humour being found in only a couple of isolated instances, and then only 

                                                           
54  The Nat Phillips Collection also contains a number of lyrics to songs written by Phillips (see UQFL9 Box 1c). 
55   It has long been assumed that the troupe went by the name the Stiffy and Mo Revue Company (or just Stiffy and Mo). While this moniker was 
sometimes used as a short hand reference to the troupe, most official advertising, and many reviews throughout the troupe's first decade together 

routinely refer to it as Nat Phillips' Stiffy and Mo Company. The Tabloid Musical Comedy Company moniker is believed to have been dropped 

sometime around 1917. Advertisements in the Fullers own magazine, Fuller News, continued advertising the troupe as Nat Phillips' Stiffy and Mo 
Company as late as 1922. 
56  While it has been claimed that other writers (notably Vic Roberts) wrote some of the Stiffy and Mo scripts, there is no evidence that this 

occurred prior to 1925, and indeed all the shows advertised in Fuller News in 1922 indicate that Phillips was the author. 
57      Charles Norman's account indicates that prior to the disbanding of the company, and while still in Adelaide, Rene was actually sacked by the 

Fullers' manager, Bert Lennon, for making the statue joke (a topic decreed to be off-limits by Ben Fuller). There is no date given for this incident, and 

Norman indicates that the problem was resolved within a week. No mention is made of Nat Phillips finding the joke offensive (178-9). 
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towards the end of their reunion period (1927-28).
58

 Supporting Moloney's observation is the fact that this dissertation's 

comprehensive survey of reviews and insights published in newspapers and magazines between 1916 and 1925 has 

failed to find any evidence indicating that the critics or audiences saw Rene's humour as offensive. Indeed, the 'blue' 

humour myth has come about through both exaggeration and the assumption that Rene's humour in later years was 

similar to that he presented during his career with Phillips.   

        During their 18 months separation between mid-

1925 and early 1927, Phillips and Rene both worked in 

partnership with other comedians. While Phillips found 

some success when he teamed up with Jack Kellaway 

(as Stiffy and 'Erb);
59

 Rene initially changed career 

direction by appearing (to much acclaim) in the play, 

Give and Take (1925-26) opposite American comedian, 

Harry Green. He later partnered Fred Bluett (as Bluett 

and Mo) on the Tivoli circuit. When Rene renegotiated a 

contract with the Fullers in early 1927, it was suggested 

that he and Phillips should get back together again. Rene 

subsequently travelled to Brisbane where Phillips' 

Whirligig company had been playing since October the 

previous year and joined the troupe for its final few 

weeks in late February. These shows were billed as 

featuring Stiffy, Mo and 'Erb. On 19 March the re-

branded Stiffy and Mo company opened at the Fullers 

Theatre (Syd), leading Just It magazine to record that the 

reunion "almost overshadowed the Royal visit," such 

was the public's interest (31 Mar. 1927, 28). By August 

the same magazine reported that in the 21 weeks Stiffy 

and Mo had been playing in Sydney "there has never 

been the slightest let-up in the attendance- afternoon [or] 

evening" (11 Aug. 1927, 28). By mid-September, the 

company had played 300 consecutive performances, a 

house record (JI: 15 Sept. 1927, 28).  

 
 

Roy Rene and Nat Phillips (c mid-1920s) 
Nat Phillips Collection (UQFL 9; Box 11)  

(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, University of Queensland) 

Although the reunion attracted huge audiences and garnered mostly favourable responses from the critics, Phillips 

and Rene remained together for only another 18 months, ending the partnership shortly after the conclusion of their 

New Zealand tour. The reasons for the split were never made public at the time, and it has long been assumed but the 

pair parted ways due to irreconcilable personal issues. In an interview conducted in 1975, Sadie Gale records, however, 

that Phillips' decision was both a response to his dissatisfaction with the Fullers (specifically his contract) and his belief 

that he and Rene were essentially repeating themselves and that the partnership was therefore going stale. Gale also 

indicates that Phillips had become increasingly more interested in songwriting, and that this was leading him more and 

more into the territory of revue rather than revusical.   

From a historical perspective it is likely that this final period of the partnership is the one that has effectively 

helped create the myth surrounding Nat Phillips' and Roy Rene's onstage relationship, and in particular the belief that 

Rene was the lead comedian and Phillips the straightman or foil. Evidence from various contemporary sources 

contradict this notion, however, and instead indicate that both men were equals in the comedy department throughout 

their career together. A Theatre article from 1919 notes, for example: "Ignoring precedent in comedy doubles, neither 

Stiffy nor Mo works straight. Both play for laughs. There is this difference, however - Stiffy is 'a head,' and Mo is a 

would-be-sport. Stiffy relies on slang and Mo attempts it and gets tangled up in the lingual meshes so to speak" 

("Giving the Public," 3-4). Some eight years later Just It noted the same pattern in their on-stage roles: "The custom of 

stage partnerships is a comedy man and a straight man. The purpose of the latter is to feed the former. In this respect 

Stiffy and Mo are undoubtedly a rarity. Both are comedians… In turn, explains Phillips, we feed each other. Sometimes 

he is the feeder allowing me to score off him; and at other times I am the feeder - allowing him to score off me. 

Personal feelings - the jealousies that actuate so many actors go by the board" (7 Apr. 1927, n. pag.). It is believed that 

                                                           
58  An examination of the reviews published in the major metropolitan newspapers between 1916 and 1928 indicates that the issue of risque or 

offensive humour was raised only in a few instances, and then mostly during the final 12-18 months of their partnership. Furthermore whenever the 

'doubtful nature of the humour' is mentioned neither comedian is singled out, suggesting that Nat Phillips was viewed as being equally to blame. An 
item from the Bulletin's 'Sundry Shows' page in 1927 explains one reason for the occasional lowering of the comedy tone: "On Saturday Stiffy and 

Mo kept the crowded audience at Fullers' Theatre in a roar of hilarity with matter which had few objectionable features; the stuff that calls for 

managerial interference appears to creep in on some of the week nights, in an endeavour to play up to a section of the audience that least deserves 
consideration. The pair are good enough comedians to do without stuff of this sort; and the management should insist that they shall do without it" (7 

Apr. 1927, 52). Interestingly, during the 1924/1925 period no reference to 'blue' or morally contentious humour can be found in any reviews published 

in either the Sydney Morning Herald or the Argus. It is only the Age which appears at this time to have questioned the comedians' delivery, and then 
only on a couple of occasions during the company's four month season at the Bijou. In one review for example, the paper's theatre critic writes: 'Their 

work is as fresh as ever but there is still a tendency to create a doubtful type of humour' (23 Feb. 1925, 11).  
59  Several contemporary sources have claimed that Phillips formed a partnership with Joe Lawman during the Stiffy and Mo separation, but this 
is incorrect as Lawman did not join Phillips' troupe until the early 1930s. The claim that Phillips also temporarily teamed up with Syd Beck has not 

yet been confirmed. 
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the historical record has been distorted over the years due to a lack of sustained primary research into Stiffy and Mo 

combined with an over-reliance on erroneous and biased memoir. Indeed, much of what has been written appears to 

reflect only the last year or so of the Stiffy and Mo partnership, a period when Phillips interest in had lessened 

considerably, thus allowing Rene a greater roll in their shows than had previously been the case. There is certainly no 

evidence to support the claim that Phillips was Rene's foil between 1916 and up until at least mid-1927. 

Following the dissolution of Stiffy and Mo in late 1928, Nat Phillips revived the Whirligig Revue Company, 

engaging familiar faces like Daisy Merritt, Jack Kellaway and Dan Dunbar from the previous Stiffy and Mo/Whirligig 

ensembles, and began staging a type of production perhaps best described as "revuette" - a genre which appears to have 

relied less on narrative, and more on songs. The increased competition from the 'talkies', and the subsequent downsizing 

of the live theatre industry made life much more difficult for all vaudevillians, including Phillips. One of his final large 

scale productions was Beauty and the Beast, which he directed for George Marlowe at the Grand Opera House (Syd) 

beginning 26 December 1930. Around 1930/1931 Phillips engaged comedian, Joe Lawman, to co-star opposite him in 

the Nat Phillips' Revue Company (the troupe's last line-up before its leader's death in 1932). Phillips and his ensemble 

played a ten months season at the Grand Opera House, breaking that venue's box office record in the process. They later 

returned to play a short season in early 1932 (beginning 25 January). Phillips' repertoire at this time appears to be a 

combination of new revues (including Back Again, Joy Spots, Heads Off and Au Revoir) and revivals of some classic 

Stiffy and Mo revusicals - notably All Aboard and At the Grand. Following the Grand Opera House season Phillips and 

Lawman appeared in The Follies of 1932, a 'stars of the past'-show staged at Sydney's Theatre Royal (28 Mar. - 4 Apr.). 

Among their fellow veterans were Minnie Love, Stan Foley, Maurice Barling (ex-Barling and Dale), Dan Weldon and 

Winnie Edgerton. According to Sadie Gale, Phillips and Rene had agreed to reunite second time, but that this possibility 

ended on 21 June 1932 when Phillips unexpectedly died in Sydney. 

As a company leader and producer Nat Phillips was 

noted to be a stickler for professionalism. Even so, he had 

been in the business long enough to know that artists needed 

to be treated with respect, and from all reports he was more 

than able to accommodate most idiosyncrasies. Australian 

Variety records in 1917, for example, that his managerial 

style had come in for much favourable appreciation, with all 

the performers under his control appreciating his nonchalant 

manner. Phillips "is entirely devoid of affectation," wrote 

one critic. "He is, however, a very hard worker, and whilst 

he endeavours to instil the same feeling in those under his 

charge, he handles them in such a manner that he has gained 

the wholesome regard of the firm and all those connected 

with [The Bunyip] pantomime" (17 Jan. 1917, n. pag.). The 

amount of work under-taken by Phillips even over the 

1927/28 period seems not to have been reduced. M.A. Keup 

records for Just It: 
 

The medium of revue for the display of Stiffy and Mo is 

wise, as this class of entertainment is all sorts of shows and 

nothing long. The writing of the 'book' and compiling of the 

music numbers is the work of Mr Phillips (Stiffy), who must 

work all round the clock. The amount of work involved in 

weekly changes of revue, must make hard labour in the 

'cooler' a mere trifle. Not only do the company supply two 

shows a day, but they have to rehearse the revue for the 

following week. The quantity of interludes, songs, dances 

and jokes incorporated in one of the [Stiffy and Mo] revues 

reflects credit on the Napoleonic genius of the producer, Nat 

Phillips, whose ingenuity seems to know no frontiers. He 

has already proved his capacity in this class of work and also 

in pantomimes. He is the Augustus Harris of Australia" (12 

May 1927, 28).) 

 

 

Nat Phillips as Stiffy 
Nat Phillips Collection 

(UQFL 9 - Box 11) 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, University of Queensland 

        
 From an historical perspective it was Phillips' introduction and continued development of an urban Australian 

larrikin that was perhaps the most significant achievement. While his career rose to the very top of the Australian 

variety industry and also included more than a decade of international touring it was his Stiffy character that helped 

establish both his own iconic status in Australia and encouraged other variety performers and revusical comedians to 

similarly draw on Australian identity in the construction of their characters. As he indicates in the 1919 Theatre 

interview: "Until I brought Stiffy on the scene the Australian low-life character - the larrikin - was always portrayed as 

a [London] coster. This always appeared incongruous to me. It came about as the result of imported comic songs and 

comedy routines. I decided to try the experiment with the Sydney larrikin. Steele Rudd made Dad and Dave an 

Australian bush type. I determined to come nearer home and present a city type. I couldn't have wished for greater 

success along the line I followed" ("Giving the Public" 4). 
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MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 
WHAT O, TONIGHT  [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1916); A SPORTING CHANCE [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1916); 

ALL ABOARD  [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1916); YES WE  DON'T  (aka PLUMBERS) [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] 

(1916);  WATCH THE STEP  [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1916);   GEE WHIZZ  [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1916); 
THE BUNYIP  [pantomime]  Lib/Lyr. Ella Airlie, with Nat Phillips; Mus. Ella Airlie and Herbert de Pinna; Add Mus/Lyr. incl. Nat Phillips and Bert 

Reid, Vince Courtney, Fred Monument, Marsh Little  (1916); AT THE RACES [revusical]  Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1917); ); SHOPWALKERS 

[revusical]  Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1917); OH DOCTOR [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1917); PAINTERS [revusical] Txt. Nat 
Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1917); POLICEMEN (aka POLICE) [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1917); MANICURE, SIR? (aka THE BEAUTY 

PARLOUR)  [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1917); WHARFIES (aka ON THE WHARF) [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1917); 

IN A HAREM (aka THE PORTERS) [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1917); WAITERS [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1917); IN 

THE ARMY (aka TWO STRIPES / SOLDIERS) [revusical]  Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus incl. Nat Phillips (1917); CHINAMEN [revusical] Txt. Nat 

Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1918); MEXICANS (aka BULLFIGHTERS, IN MEXICO, MEXICO, IN SPAIN and TOREADORS) [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; 

Mus. [n/e] (1918);  A POT POURRI (aka GO AS YOU PLEASE) [revue] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus [n/e] (1918); BABES IN THE WOODS  

[pantomime] Lib. Nat Phillips; Mus. various incl. W. Hamilton Webber, Vince Courtney and Walter Whyte (1918); DUSTMEN [revusical] Txt. Nat 

Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1918); JOCKEYS [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1918); IN THE SURF  (aka SURFERS / MIXED BATHING) 

[revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1918);  BLACK HAND SOCIETY [revusical]  Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1918); LORDS [revusical] 
Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1922);  IN THE HOSPITAL [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1918); CINDERELLA [pantomime] Lib. Nat 

Phillips; Orig Mus. W. Hamilton Webber; Add Mus incl. Vince Courtney and Amy Rochelle (1919); CONFIDENCE MEN [revusical] Txt. Nat 

Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1919); THE SANITORIUM [revusical]  Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1919); IN THE BANK (aka BANKERS / THE BANK) 
[revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1920); AT THE RECEPTION [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1920); DICK WHITTINGTON 

AND HIS CAT [pantomime] Lib. Nat Phillips; Orig Mus. W. Hamilton Webber; Add Mus. incl. Nat Phillips (1921);  THE CLUB [revusical] Txt. 

Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1921); MOTHER GOOSE  [pantomime]  Lib/Lyr. Nat Phillips; Orig Mus/Lyr. Hamilton Webber; Add Mus. [n/e] (1922);  
IN SOCIETY [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1922); REMNANTS  [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1924); AT THE GRAND 

(aka BELLBOYS)  [revusical]  Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1924); SAILORS [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1924); ROBINSON 

CRUSOE [pantomime]  Lib. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1925);  THE BAILIFFS [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1925);  OH AUNTIE 

[revusical]  Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1926); THE WEDDING PARTY  [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1927);  CONVICTS IN 

CLOVER [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1927);  LAW AND ORDER [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1927); BUYING A 

BUSINESS  [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1927);  THE MUSTARD POT [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1927);  BACK 

AGAIN [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1927);  HAVE A BATH, SIR! [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1927);  THE CABARET 

[revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1928); AT THE HUNT [revusical] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1928); MONEY TO BURN [revusical] 
Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1928); BEAUTY AND THE BEAST  [pantomime] Txt. Nat Phillips et al; Mus. [n/e] (1930); BACK AGAIN [revue] 

Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1932); VERY NICE, TOO [revue] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1932); JOY SPOTS [revue] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. 

[n/e] (1932); AU REVOIR [revue] Txt. Nat Phillips; Mus. [n/e] (1932); PRETTY KETTLE OF FISH, A [revusical] Txt Adapt. Nat Phillips; Mus. 
[n/e] (n. yr.); STRIKE BREAKERS [revusical] Nat Phillips (possibly J. Bryant); Mus. [n/e] (n. yr). 
 
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

"Australian Pantomime: The Bunyip." TT: Oct. (1916), 19. 
AV: 30 Aug. (1916), v. pags.   [Nat Phillips Tabloid Musical Comedy Company special edition] 

Chance, Victoria. "Nat Phillips."  CTTA: (1995), 441. 

---   "Stiffy and Mo."  CTTA: (1995), 561. 
Gale, Sadie. National Archives of Australia, ABC Tape CA6879 / C528741-1, 1975). 

"Giving the Public What They Want."  TT: Jan. (1919), 3-4. 

Nat Phillips Collection. Fryer Libray (UQ). Manuscripts. 
Parsons, Fred. Man Called Mo, A. (1973), v. pag. 

"Princess's New Manager: A Performer from the Age of Ten."  TT: Dec. (1914), 39. 

Rene, Roy. Mo's Memoirs.  (1945), v. pag. 
Spotlight. "The Bunyip." TT: Jan. 1917, 22. 

Stone, Richard. "Like a Hippo and Something Else: An All-Australian Bunyip Pantomime." 

X-Ray. "Month in Vaudeville."  TT: Jan, 1915, 47; Apr. 1915, 43. 

 

 

 

PHILLIPS SISTERS 
 

Duettists/dancers/impersonations. Eileen and Bessie Phillips, daughters of Mrs Norah Phillips of 

Brisbane, were raised in Kelvin Grove, Brisbane. They began performing in southwest Queensland 
around 1911, and are believed to have toured New Zealand around late 1913 and early 1914. 
Following this the sisters began their association with Harry Clay, touring Queensland in 1914, and 
eventually spending some seven years with his company.  The Phillip Sisters also toured Queensland 

for Clay in 1916 and 1917. A popular vaudeville act they secured regular engagements with other 
leading variety firms during this period, too, including the Fullers, Dix-Baker (Newcastle), the Tivoli 
organisation, and Weston and Hill. The duo toured Western Australia with James Caldwell, Bessie's 

husband, c1921-22, and later returned to the East Coast and elsewhere with the Fullers. The 
Phillips Sisters continued to secure contracts with Harry Clay during the mid-to-late 1920s.   

 

         Not to be confused with Gertie and Hilda Phillips (who were also known as the Phillips Sisters, and who are 

believed to have been the act that toured with Harry Clay in 1904), Eileen and Bessie Phillips were born and raised in 

Kelvin Grove (Brisbane). Their stage act lasted more than twenty years, beginning with professional engagements in 

Queensland as early as 1911. It is known, for example, that they appeared on a bill with Julian Rose (the internationally 

known Hebrew comic) at Martoo's Olympia Theatre, Ipswich in March that year, billed as "Eileen Phillips and her 

Charming Little Sister" (QT: 16 Mar. 1911, 1). They toured New Zealand with an as yet unidentified company around 

late 1913 and early 1914, and upon their return to Australia were offered a contract from Harry Clay to tour 

Queensland. Returning to Sydney after their first northern tour the sisters became regulars at Clay's Bridge Theatre 

headquarters, establishing themselves as big favourites with the Newtown audiences over the next seven years.  
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        As Australian Variety records: "The Phillips 

Sisters, with attractive costumes, again performed 

exceedingly well together, and went very big; these 

two girls should make a hit on any bill, as their turn is 

well put over" (13 Oct. 1915, 12). The reception the 

sisters were receiving in Sydney, combined with the 

audience reactions to their earlier Queensland tour saw 

them offered a further two northern engagements, the 

first in 1916, followed by another in 1917. On their 

off-time with Clays they pair also secured regular 

engagements with a number of other leading 

managements, including the Fullers.   

         In 1917 Australian Variety said of the pair, they 

are "one of Australia's most versatile double acts. 

Their repertoire is an extensive one, and their work of 

a very high calibre. During the past two years they 

have been prominent on Harry Clay's circuit - a fact 

which speaks volumes for their ability" (17 Jan. 1917, 

n. pag.). This was echoed by the Theatre the following 

month: "The Phillips Sisters are great favourites with 

the Harry Clay-ites at the Newtown Bridge Theatre. 

What a captivating manner has the darker one of the 

two" (Feb. 1917, 32). Some further critiques over the 

next few years include: 
 

 

 
 

The Phillips Sisters 

(L-R: Bessie and Eileen) 
(Courtesy of the Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW) 

 

The Philips Sisters are still very popular. Eileen's smile and Bessie's pose will never fail. Always something 

new to offer, with artistic dressings, these two clever girls never fail to score" (AV: 1 Mar. 1918). 

 

The Phillips sister who plays the girl could be much more expressive in face and gesture. Largely because of 

what she lacks in this direction may the success of the turn be said to rest wholly with the boy-attired sister. 

They had to give three numbers nightly at the Princess (Syd) during [last month]. Even then the audience would 

have had more of them if it could have got it (TT: Nov. 1918, 24). 
 

The Philips Sisters must be about the most popular pair of girls in Australian vaudeville.... the audience are 

aglow with appreciation all the time the duo are on the stage (TT: Oct. 1919 28). 
 

Bessie and Eileen Phillips had to respond to no less than three encores last Monday evening; they dress 

luxuriously in their quaint, old-fashioned minuets (AV: 13 Apr. 1921, 15). 
 

 Eileen Phillips often played the boy role in their turns, and was said to have a voice remindful of Nellie Kolle in 

the volume of her delivery, and in appearance and manner that of Effie Fellows (TT: May 1916, 51). She was also 

acknowledged for her "easy confident manner, and the way she captivates the audience" (TT: Jan. 1918, 37). In many 

respects Eileen was the one who received the most critical acclaim throughout their career. Despite the somewhat 

uneven nature of their reported talents, the two were undeniably popular with audiences around the country. 

  In 1921 the Phillips temporarily ended their seven year association with Harry Clay to take up an extended season 

at the Shaftsbury Theatre in Perth, leaving with James Caldwell (who had been married to Bessie since September 

1919) along with Ivy Davis and Courtney Ford, and the Paulastros. By 1924, however, the pair were back on Clay time, 

continuing regular engagements up until at least 1927. 

 

 

 

ROY RENE 
 

[The following entry engages primarily with Roy Rene's career up until the mid-1930s.]  
 

Comic, revusical, pantomime, film and radio actor, singer. Born Harry Van der Sluice in Adelaide on 
15 February 1892. Roy Rene made his professional debut at age 13 in Sinbad the Sailor (Theatre 

Royal, Adelaide). He worked on the Melbourne vaudeville stage from 1905 as "Boy Roy the Singing 
Soprano," and at age 16 secured engagements with Frank M. Clark (Melb) and James Brennan (Syd) 
before accepting a role in J. C. Williamson's touring production of The Whip. Between 1913 and 1914 

he was employed largely by Harry Clay to tour his Sydney suburban and regional Queensland 
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circuits. Rene left Clay's in mid-1914 to join J. C. Bain (Syd) and began developing a Hebrew comedy 
act. The following year he signed with Fullers Theatres Ltd, initially touring New Zealand before 
joining the Albert Bletsoe Revue Company (1915/16). In late June 1916 Rene was invited to by Nat 
Phillips to partner him in his newly formed Tabloid Musical Comedy Company. As Stiffy and Mo the 

pair not only became Australia's most popular comedy duo of the era but also established icon 
status in Australian popular theatre history. They remained together until 1925, touring revusicals 
and appearing regularly in Fullers' pantomimes, notably The Bunyip (1916), Cinderella (1919), Dick 
Whittington and His Cat (1921) and Mother Goose (1922). Phillips and Rene disbanded the troupe for 

18 months between 1925 and 1927, with Rene initially turning away from the variety stage to star 
opposite American comedian Harry Green in Give and Take (1925-26). He later partnered Fred Bluett 

(as Bluett and Mo) briefly on the Tivoli circuit (1926). In 1927 Phillips and Rene reunited as Stiffy 

and Mo, and went on to play box office-breaking seasons around Australia and New Zealand before 
eventually separating for the final time in late 1928. Rene married Sadie Gale in early 1929, following 
his divorce from variety artist Dorothy 'Dot' Davis (1917-1929). Together they formed Mo's 
Merrymakers and toured for the Fullers and Clay's Bridge Theatre Company (including a North 

Queensland tour). Rene joined forces with Mike Connors and Queenie Paul around 1931, presenting 
revue, and also appeared occasionally on stage with Jim Gerald, one of his arch rivals for "the mob."  
In 1933 Ken G. Hall directed Rene in his only film, Strike Me Lucky. He continued to perform on 

stage past the Second World War, and in 1946 signed a contract to appear on radio - where he 
presented his much acclaimed McCackie Mansion series. Rene died on the 22nd of November 1954 

after several years of ill health. 
 

 The son of cigar manufacturer Hyam (or Henry) Van der Sluice and Amelia (nee Barnett), Roy Rene won a 

singing competition in his home town of Adelaide at age ten. Three years later, and shortly before his family moved to 

Melbourne, he made his appearance on the professional stage as a juvenile in Sinbad the Sailor (Theatre Royal). In 

later years Rene said that it was after he arrived in Melbourne that he began to seriously study vaudeville performers on 

the Rickards circuit in the hope of making it big in that business himself (Rene 31). Over the next few years he found 

occasional work on suburban vaudeville programmes as "Boy Roy the Singing Soprano," and when his voice broke as 

"Boy Roy." Although he secured an engagement with Frank M. Clark in Melbourne while aged 16, his career during his 

teens was largely unremarkable. In 1910, however, he was noticed by entrepreneur James Brennan who subsequently 

gave him an opportunity to appear in Sydney at the National Amphitheatre. It was around this time that he changed his 

stage name from Boy Roy to Roy Rene (after the famous French clown). He remained on Brennan's circuit through 

until at least late 1911, with the engagement also including seasons in Melbourne (Gaiety Theatre beginning 15 May) 

and in Brisbane with Brennan's touring Vaudeville Entertainers Company (Theatre Royal, 18 Sept.).  

 He returned to Melbourne for around a year before accepting a minor role as stable hand and jockey in J. C. 

Williamson's production of The Whip. One of his fellow stable hands in the production was Vic Hagan, the son of 

Martyn Hagan and Lucy Fraser (see their entry in this appendix). After The Whip closed in Sydney Rene decided to 

remain in the city as he thought "there was more scope for [him] there," but in fact "found things even more difficult 

than [he] had working in the Melbourne suburbs." An accidental meeting with Harry Clay in early 1913 (possibly 

around April) changed things dramatically, however. Clay offered the young comedian a tryout at his recently opened 

Bridge Theatre in Newtown which led to regular engagements in Sydney (Rene 41-2). A few months later he was also 

given the opportunity to join Clay's touring Queensland company on its return leg south from Charters Towers. Others 

to have appeared on the tour with Rene were Ward Lear, and the up-and-coming team of Les Shipp and Jim Gaffney. 

Upon his return to Sydney Rene went back on to work at Clay's Newtown headquarters, continuing to appear there on a 

frequent basis until around mid-late-1914. Billed as a comedian and impersonator, performance reviews of Rene's 

appearances on Clay's Sydney and Queensland circuits indicate that he was a popular addition to troupe. Of his time 

with Clay's company Rene readily admits that he benefited greatly from the guidance given to him by several 

experienced Clay comedians - particularly Ted Tutty and Frank Yorke (Rene 53).   

While Rene was mostly associated with Harry Clay during the years 1913 and 1914, he is known to have accepted 

other casual engagements whenever they became available. For example, he appeared at the Gaiety Theatre (Melb) in 

November 1913 and the Lyric Theatre (Fitzroy) in January 1914. He was also one of a select group of entertainers to 

perform at a special smoke concert for the Australian Terriers Society, a club for which his brother Albert Sluice (a 

prominent bookmaker) would later hold an executive position. For this evening Rene joined other established celebrities 

such as Leonard Nelson, Alf Edwards, and Levante in entertaining the large audience of members. It is clear, however, 

that by mid-1914 Rene had established himself as a feature attraction at Clay's Bridge Theatre, with reviews often 

highlighting his singing as much as his comedy. His reputation (and personality) was such that he was included in a 

"Can You Imagine" section of Australian Variety in its 19 August issue of that year. His inclusion simply asked "Can 

you imagine Roy Rene going to Church" (n. pag.). Reviews published in the same magazine around mid-1914 also 

record:   
 

Roy Rene has established himself as a firm favourite [at the Bridge Theatre], and does much to make the first part 

go; his songs are sure winners, and he has such a way with him on stage one has to look and laugh at him, which  

is a valuable asset to such a comedian" (8 July 1914, 13) 
 

Roy Rene does not get off under four songs nightly, which says well for this performer" (15 July 1914, n. pag.) 
 

Roy Rene and Ted Tutty share the applause for the first part - neither can be separated" (22 July 1914, 6) 
 

 It has not been established when Rene ended his association with Harry Clay in 1914, but it appears that sometime 

between August and December he undertook a brief engagement with J. C. Bain at the Princess Theatre (Syd). An 
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Australian Variety review from around this period reports on one of his performances with Bain: "Roy Rene, the well-

known akim-foo comedian and the originator of that beautiful phrase, 'I haven’t got a feather to fly with,' left his end 

coat at home the other night. Being stuck up somewhat for the most desired article, he espied an old dummy used in 

farces hanging up on one of the flies. Promptly letting it down, he seized the bob-tail coat of the scarecrow and emerged 

triumphant, just as the rag went up. It fits him good so he's hanging on to it" (14 Oct. 1914, 7). Interestingly, Rene notes 

in his autobiography that until the time he was with Bain in Sydney he'd never done a Jewish act at all:  
 

I'd never thought of being a Hebrew comic. It just simply had never occurred to me. After Clay, I was working 

with Jim Bain at the Princess Theatre, the Sydney one, when the cast kidded me into doing some imitations of 

Jordan and Harvey, and the famous Julian Rose.... I was working as a cornerman, still black-face, but I had learnt 

one of their numbers, "Yiddle on your Fiddle, Play Some Ragtime," and did it. Then I did an imitation of Julian 

Rose in his act "Levinsky at the Wedding." It was supposed to be an imitation of Rose, but I was no more like 

him than a fly in the air, though somehow with a black-face the act was a riot. What started out as a joke in the 

first place turned out to be the most important thing that ever happened to me in my career. That piece of black-

face fooling led to my eventually developing into a real comic (Rene 45-46). 
 

Although Rene claims that his engagement with Bain was the start of his Hebrew comedy career, Harry Clay's 

tour advertising notes that his comic delivery was in the tradition of Rose, a reference that Australian audiences would 

have understood because the American Hebrew comedian had by then made several visits to the country. The confusion 

may well be explained by the comment Rene makes in relation to blackface makeup. It appears that while Rene did not 

use traditional Hebrew comedian make-up (of the type he is best remembered for) when working with Clay's company, 

audiences may still have associated him with Jewish in response to his ethnic background and perhaps some of the 

Jewish subject matter incorporated into his jokes and patter. 

 It was while under contract to Bain that Rene came to the personal attention of Ben and John Fuller and was 

subsequently signed to that firm. In late December 1914, shortly before undertaking a tour of New Zealand for the 

Fullers he accepted a number of engagements in Victoria (including Bendigo). It is unclear, however, under whose 

management he was under at that time. Sometime after returning to Australia the Fullers offered him a place in a 

revusical company headed by Albert Bletsoe and his sister Maud. While it has not been ascertained when Rene joined 

the company it was likely to have been prior to the Bletsoe's season at the Fullers National Theatre in late November 

1915. Among the productions staged by the troupe were Fun in a Sanatorium and In Vacation Time. Rene remained 

with the troupe up until June, at which time it appears that the Bletsoes either left or were fired by the Fullers following 

an engagement at the Empire Theatre in Brisbane.  

   Upon its return to Sydney the troupe was appointed a new leader by the Fullers. Nat Phillips, then one of the 

firm's senior managers and local headline performers, was recalled from Adelaide to take up the position. He engaged 

some new and more experienced performers (including his wife, Daisy Merritt), while keeping a few of the previous 

performers, notably Rene and dancer/choreographer Rosie Bowie, and put the company through a very quick rehearsal 

period. Billed initially as Nat Phillips' Tabloid Musical Comedy Company, the troupe made its debut on 16 July 1916 

with the revusical What O Tonight. Initially devised by Phillips' to highlight his Stiffy character, the script also called 

for a Jewish off-sider by the name of Sol, which he gave to Rene. Although barely 23 years old, Rene was confident 

enough to suggest to Phillips that his character should have another name. However when Rene had not come up with a 

suitable moniker with opening night almost upon him, the Princess Theatre's stage manager/doorman, Bill Sadler 

(brother of Harry Sadler) spontaneously suggested "why don't you call yourselves Stiffy and Mo" (Rene 63). The initial 

response to the company's debut season was above all expectations, with critical attention shared largely around the 

ensemble, although Nat Phillips as writer, director and co-star was generally given the greatest space. What Oh Tonight 

was followed by six more original revusicals, the extent of their repertoire at the time. Such was the success garnered by 

the troupe that the theatre's lessees, Harry Sadler and Jack Kearns extended the season until late October.  

In December that same year the Fullers presented The Bunyip at the Grand Opera House in Sydney. A pantomime 

with an original Australian storyline by young Victorian variety performer, Ella Airlie, Phillips contributed additional 

material while also directing the production and making a feature appearances as Stiffy alongside Rene's Mo. The 

Bunyip was a monumental success for the Fullers and further established Stiffy and Mo as the most popular Australian 

comedians of the day. The pantomime toured the country following its eventual closure in Sydney in 1917, being 

regularly staged as part of each Stiffy and Mo season over the next few years. The Fullers' also revived it without Rene 

and Phillips on a number of occasions up until at least 1924. Over the next decade Phillips was contracted by the Fullers 

to write and/or produce on average one new pantomime each Christmas. These included Cinderella (1919), Dick 

Whittington and His Cat (1921) and Mother Goose (1922). Phillips and Rene made feature appearances in each of 

these productions, always as their alter egos, Stiffy and Mo. In Cinderella, for example, Mo was a "bailiff who follows 

his job without malice" while Stiffy portrayed "his cobber who butts into cottage and palace" (TT: Mar. 1921, 14). 

 Nat Phillips' Stiffy and Mo Revue Company
60

 toured the country with few breaks between 1916 and 1925, playing 

in some instances seasons of more than six months at a time. During that time the two principal characters' wardrobe 

changed little. Mo's attire was typically a singlet, an old pair of pants, a waistcoat, boots and anybody's hat, while Stiffy 

sported a South Sydney Guernsey, an ancient pair of pants, an old vest and out-sized boots. "If the lot caught fire," 

Phillips once noted in an interview, "we wouldn't lose five bob between us;" although Rene was just as quick to point 

out to Phillips that "for insurance purposes he should keep in mind that the clothes represented at least several hundred 

quid in terms of their importance to the show!" (TT: Jan. 1919, 4). In 1923, at the height of their popularity, Rene and 

                                                           
60     See Nat Phillips entry regarding the name of the company. 
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Phillips also put together a book of humour. Titled, Stiffy and Mo's Book of Fun, the material comprised a 

combination of original jokes and some that had been published in English and American collections over the previous 

years (TT: Feb. 1923, 25).  

Despite being Australia's most popular comedy duo, some level of tension nevertheless began to rise between the 

two comics around 1924/1925, although there was never as much animosity as some people have later claimed. Indeed, 

the split was essentially the result of two men with quite different personalities having shared nine years together in 

close proximity and in need of some time apart. As the consummate professional who demanded from his troupe similar 

attitudes, Phillips was renowned for his attention to detail, high work ethic and efficiency, and maintained regular 

rehearsals so that each forthcoming production (even though most likely a revival) was given suitable preparation. Rene 

on the other hand was a more spontaneous, carefree and relaxed individual who had a particular dislike of rehearsals.  

The fundamental difference between the two men is explained in Mo's Memoirs, in which Rene mentions several 

instances where his practical jokes and disagreements with Phillips over personal issues created some level of tension. 

In reading Rene's autobiography, however, there is no indication that the two men ever had a serious falling out, and 

indeed Rene's memory of his 'old mate' is one of endearment, not of distance. Sadie Gale supports this assessment of the 

relationship between Phillips and her husband, recording in an oral history interview that there was never any acrimony 

between them (National Archives of Australia, ABC Tape CA6879 / C528741-1, 1975). Indeed, not only did Phillips 

later become godfather to Rene's son, but the two men had also agreed shortly before Phillips death to reunite for a 

second time. 

It has been claimed over the years that Rene's increasing tendency towards telling "blue" or offensive jokes on 

stage was a key factor in the pair ending their partnership in 1925.
61

 The final straw is said to have occurred in Adelaide 

when Rene uttered a piece of vulgarity relating to one of the cities nude statues.
62

 Billy Maloney suggests on the other 

hand that Rene's humour has been remembered as being much worse than was ever presented. "I was able to see a lot of 

Mo [and] while there was a certain amount of double entendre, there never was a tithe of the smut that unreliable 

memories and distorted hearsay have attributed… actually one needed a dirty mind to know what was going on" As 

Moloney recalls Mo saying once: "Thometimeth my gath have a double meaning. I object to a thow vere ther ith no get-

out. I leave it to the audienth to take thingth dirty if they vant to." Moloney further notes that the problem for Rene was 

that the audience often found dirt where none was intended. However, "Mo's expressive leer was no sure sign of 

lechery. For all his reputation, Roy Rene was most critical of other comedians' 'blueness'" (23-4). A comprehensive 

analysis of reviews published throughout their career together also supports Moloney's claim, with mention of Rene's 

blue humour being found in only a couple of isolated instances, and then only towards the end of their reunion period 

(1927-28). 

Phillips and Rene both tried other partnerships during their two years apart (1925-27) but neither managed to 

replicate the success of Stiffy and Mo. While Philips is said to have worked with Syd Beck and Joe Lawman (as Stiffy 

and Joe), only his partnership with Jack Kellaway ('Erb) has been confirmed to date.
63

 Over the same period Rene 

received much acclaim for his role as Albert Kruger in the play Give and Take opposite American comedian Harry 

Green. The comedy premiered in Melbourne on 17 October 1925 and later played several other capital cities. The 

Sydney season began on 16 January 1926 at the Criterion before transferring to the Palace Theatre on 3 April. It was 

also given a revival season in Melbourne beginning 31 July 1926. Of Rene's performance one Melbourne critic wrote: 

"Mr Roy Rene was ludicrously clever from beginning to end" (A: 19 Oct. 1925, 14), while another similarly reports that 

his delineation was extremely funny and that his "remarkable gyrations caused endless amusement" (ARG: 2 Aug. 

1925, 14). Even the Bulletin found much to applaud in his performance. Noting that Rene had never before had a set 

part, the magazine's "Sundry Shows" editor wrote: "There is no doubt about his rank as a natural comedian" (22 Oct. 

1925, 34). Further insight into Rene's presence in the play can be gleaned from the Argus's review of the initial 

Melbourne production: 
 

While Mr Green deftly provided light character comedy, Mr Rene offered the contrast of broad burlesque, much 

in the manner in which he has been appearing as "Mo" in revue for a good many years. This variety of humorous 

absurdity with its oily smiles, its poses and writhings, its quaint misunderstandings and mispronunciations, and its 

comic falls has a skill of its own, and it pleases the fancy of many theatregoers. Mr Rene had a full share of 

applause and laughter. He was allowed plenty of scope throughout the play, and Mr Green brought him forward 

to share the curtain honours (19 Oct. 1925, 14). 
 

Sometime around May 1926 Rene began a partnership with comedian Fred Bluett on the Tivoli circuit. Billed as 

Bluett and Mo they initially played seasons in Sydney and Melbourne before undertaking a national tour, which 

included Brisbane in late June/early July and Adelaide (beginning 16 Oct.). Their act comprised at least two sketches, 

The Admiral and the Sailor (aka Fun on the High Sea), with Mo as the Admiral and Bluett as a "jolly tar" who resents 

the commands of his superior; and Oxford Bags. The Brisbane Courier, in reporting that their engagement had been 

extended to a second week due to popular demand, indicates that the latter piece burlesqued "the latest mode which has 

created so much discussion" (5 July 1926, 17).
64

  

                                                           
61  See for example CTTA: (1995), 561; John West's Theatre in Australia, 125; and Kathy Leah's 'Roy Rene 'Mo' (2003), 95. 
62   See footnotes 56 and 57 in Nat Phillips entry. 
63  See note 58 in Nat Phillips entry for further details. 
64  Rene has also been linked with Mike Connors during this period, but as Connors was a member of the Nat Phillips' Stiffy and 'Erb troupe for 

most of 1926 this partnership is yet to be confirmed. 
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        Phillips and Rene reunited in Brisbane in late 

February 1927 during the last few weeks of Phillips' 

Whirligig season at the Empire Theatre. With Jack 

Kellaway still a principal member of the troupe the initial 

reunion was billed Stiffy, Mo and 'Erb. When the 

company opened in Sydney on 19 March, however, the 

billing was not unsurprisingly just Stiffy and Mo. In 

reviewing the second week of the Sydney season Just It 

records that the return of Stiffy and Mo "almost 

overshadowed the Royal visit," such was the public's 

interest (31 Mar. 1927, 28). By August the same magazine 

reported that in the 21 weeks Stiffy and Mo had been 

playing in Sydney "there has never been the slightest let-

up in the attendance- afternoon [or] evening" (11 Aug. 

1927, 28). In mid-September the company played its 

300th consecutive performance, a house record (JI: 15 

Sept. 1927, 28). Despite this success, the partnership only 

lasted a little over 18 months. While the reasons for the 

split were never made public, Sadie Gale indicates that it 

was due to a combination of factors, notably Phillips anger 

at the Fullers when he became aware that Rene was being 

paid more money (an issue she says did not have an overly 

negative impact on his relationship with Rene, however); 

and his own perception that the Stiffy and Mo formula had 

run its course and that he and Rene were simply repeating 

themselves rather than moving into new directions. Gale 

also says that Phillips' interest had by then begun to turn 

more to songwriting and revue, believing that the 

revusical format had also run its course. The partnership 

ended after a brief season in Sydney following the 

company's return from New Zealand.  

 

 
 

Roy Rene 
Theatre Apr. 1915, 35. 

(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, University of Qld 

It is believed that this last period of their career together is the one that many later commentators refer to when 

they talk about the roles Rene and Phillips took as comedy partners.
65

 In this respect it has long been assumed that Rene 

was the lead comedian and Phillips the straightman or foil. There is abundant evidence from varied primary sources, 

however, that contradicts this notion and instead indicates that both men were equals in the comedy department 

throughout much of their career together. A Theatre article from 1919 notes, for example: "Ignoring precedent in 

comedy doubles, neither Stiffy nor Mo works straight. Both play for laughs. There is this difference, however - Stiffy is 

'a head,' and Mo is a would-be-sport. Stiffy relies on slang and Mo attempts it and gets tangled up in the lingual meshes 

so to speak" (Jan. 1919, 3-4). Some eight years later Just It noted the same pattern in their on-stage roles. "The custom 

of stage partnerships is a comedy man and a straight man. The purpose of the latter is to feed the former. In this respect 

Stiffy and Mo are undoubtedly a rarity. Both are comedians… In turn, explains Phillips, we feed each other. Sometimes 

he is the feeder allowing me to score off him; and at other times I am the feeder - allowing him to score off me. 

Personal feelings - the jealousies that actuate so many actors go by the board" (7 Apr. 1927, n. pag.). It is believed that 

the myth surrounding their professional status is the result of memoir dating back to their last year together, a period 

when Phillips interest in the partnership had lessened considerably, allowing Rene to dominate the shows to a greater 

degree. There is certainly no evidence available to support any suggestion that Phillips was Rene's foil between 1916 

and up until at least mid-1927. 

A little more than a month after the Stiffy and Mo company disbanded in December 1928 Rene put together The 

Merry Monarchs. The troupe toured for several months on the Fullers' circuit presenting a first part vaudeville and 

second part revue (with the company including at that time Mayo Hunter, the Hawaiian jazz band leader and multi 

instrumentalist). Also in the company was his fiancée Sadie Gale, who although still young was considered a veteran of 

the variety stage, having been performing on stage since early childhood - first with her father, Sam Gale, and later with 

her mother (as Sadie and Gale). In April 1929 Rene accepted an engagement from Clay's Bridge Theatre Company to 

tour its Sydney circuit (E: 8 May 1929, 37). Later that year he also went through a much-publicised divorce from his 

first wife, Dorothy Claire Davis, whom he married in 1917. Dot Davis (her stage name) had been a member of the 

Stiffy and Mo Revue Company between 1917 and 1925. According to an Everyone's article which highlights the 

divorce proceedings, Rene and Gale were then receiving £70 per week on their contract with Clay's. Referred to as 

Harry Vander Sluice, Rene is said to have told the Registrar (in opposing an alimony increase from £10 to £15) that he 

held the fear "that when his Clay contract finished there would be difficulty in him securing remunerative employment 

because of the talkies" (31 July 1929, 39).  

  

                                                           
65      It is possible, too, that a similar situation may have begun to occur around 1923-25, a period in which tension between the two comics 

gradually rose and led to the first splitup. 
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Almost immediately after his divorce was granted Rene and Gale married, and subsequently spent their 

honeymoon on a north Queensland tour underwritten by Clays' Bridge Theatre Ltd (the troupe was advertised as Mo's 

Merrymakers). Reviews published in the various regional newspapers indicate that the troupe attracted large audiences, 

no doubt due to Rene's well-established (almost iconic) status and the fact that he and Phillips had rarely played outside 

the major Australian metropolitan centres during their career together. "Mo" will make his first appearance in 

Rockhampton," wrote one the Morning Bulletin theatre critic. "[He] has been credited with all kinds of gags, the same 

as car gags are hung on to Henry Ford and economic gags on to Harry Lauder. But "Mo" first and last, is a true 

humorist, and too clever to stoop to the vulgar gag. The fact of his starring for 15 years in all the principal theatres of 

Australia should be sufficient guarantee of Mo's entertaining abilities" (17 Sept. 1929, 3). A few nights later the same 

paper noted that "the humour, though undeniably broad, was of the type on which these artists’ reputations were gained, 

and was apparently expected by the crowd" (23 Sept. 1929, 3). Despite being deemed a success by the critics, Rene's 

biographer, Fred Parsons claims that overall the tour was disappointing for its star performer. According to Parsons, Mo 

had been "unfavourably compared with George Wallace, who had [once] cut cane up there for a living and that "this 

rankled with [him] especially as George had been Sadie’s first boy-friend" (27). Towards the end of the tour, too, Rene 

began to showing signs of suffering from peritonitis. After the conclusion of the Queensland tour he and Gale travelled 

to Melbourne to appear in Frank Neil's production of Clowns in Clover (King's Theatre). As with Give and Take Rene 

again worked a straight comedy role and garnered a good deal of positive criticism. Although describing him as 

"grotesquely amusing," the Argus theatre critic nevertheless suggested that not all theatre-goers would find his comedy 

inviting given too much quantity, and that he should therefore "not be expected to carry so large a portion of the show." 

The same critic similarly proposed that despite being a clever Australian comedian "Gale also appeared in the 

entertainment too often" (2 Dec. 1929, 18). Three weeks after the start of the King's Theatre season the couple joined a 

number of the other cast members in presenting matinee productions of Mother Goose, while also appearing in Clowns 

and Clover at night. While on stage in early January 1930 Rene collapsed from the peritonitis and was taken to hospital 

where he almost died. Within six months, however, he had recovered enough to again return to the stage.  During the 

interim Gale accepted an engagement with Jim Gerald's Revue Company which started a five month season at the 

Melbourne Tivoli beginning March.  

 In 1931 Rene joined ex-Stiffy and Mo members Mike Connors and Queenie Paul at the Haymarket Theatre in 

Sydney. Connors and Paul later converted the old Sydney Opera House into a new Tivoli Theatre, and it was here that 

Rene and Jim Gerald, one of his arch rivals for "the mob," appeared over the next decade or so. In 1932 Rene starred in 

his first and only film. Directed by Ken G. Hall Strike Me Lucky was a somewhat disappointing venture for him as it 

failed to compare favourably with the cinematic efforts of his other main rival George Wallace. Rene continued to 

perform on stage past the Second World War, including headline appearances with the Ernest C. Rolls Revue Company. 

One of his earliest associations with Rolls had occurred in 1935 through the revue extravaganza, Rhapsodies of 1935 

(Apollo Theatre, Melb; 2 Feb.), which also featured ex-Stiffy and Mo members Alex Kellaway and Keith Connolly, 

along with rising stars like George Moon Jnr and Will Perryman. Much of the music for that production was composed 

by Jack O'Hagan. Later that same year Rene, Mike Connors and Queenie Paul returned to Melbourne, opening at the 

Apollo Theatre on Boxing Day with revue and vaudeville. The company, which comprised such performers as Sadie 

Gale, Lulla Fanning, Maurice Barling, Max Reedy, Doris Whimp, Ronnie Hay and Chic Arnold, opened with the revue 

Go to Town. 

In 1943 Rene published his autobiography, Mo's Memoirs, with the help of Max Harris and Elisabeth Lambert, 

and two years later made his last appearance at the Tivoli Theatre (Syd) effectively marking the end of an era. The 

following year, 1946, he signed with Colgate-Palmolive to appear live on 2GB's Calling the Stars broadcast. It was as 

part of this programme that he soon afterwards began presenting his much acclaimed McCackie Mansion series of 

sketches (1947-49). Jacqueline Kent writes that as Mo McCackie Rene played "a devious, ingratiating character who 

was inclined to be obsequious to people's faces but who would mutter things about them behind their backs" (14). 

Originally slated for a six week season it eventually ran for two and a half years. Part of the success of McCackie 

Mansions was its reliance on many of the ingredients of vaudeville. Many of the show's stock phrases, notably Rene's 

"you filthy beast" and Hal Lashwood's "aaah McCackie, you've done it again" became part of the vocabulary of many 

Australians for years to come. The show also created classic Australian characters like Spencer the Garbage man (Harry 

Avondale), McCackie's young son, Harry (Harry Griffiths), and Mo's next-door neighbour, Horrible Herbie (Jack 

Burgess).  A revue, McCackie Moments, was staged in 1949 at the King's Theatre (Melb), marking Rene's final 

appearance on stage. The 1950s saw him appear in Cavalcade, opposite Jack Davey; It Pays to be Ignorant (as 

Professor McCackie); McCackie Manor (1951) and finally The New Atlantic Show (1952), which again captured a 

nationwide audience. The late 1940s and early 1950s were not good ones for Rene health-wise, however, as he battled 

against a gradually worsening heart problem. While in The New Atlantic Show he suffered a heart attack, and although 

able to recover he never worked again. He eventually died on 22 November 1954 at his home in the Sydney suburb of 

Kensington, and was survived by his wife and two children. In her entry on Rene in the Australian Dictionary of 

Biography, Celestine McDermott writes of Rene's ability as a comedian: 
 

'Mo's greatest asset was his superb timing, which enabled him to get away with the suggestive double entendre - 

he never did say anything technically obscene. Able to make his audience laugh or cry, he was the master of the 

physical nuance; his facial expression, gesture, stance and movement were welded within the black and white 

caricature of a Jewish comedian, with Australian mannerisms, delivering local vernacular with Semitic lisp (361). 
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SIR WILLIAM ROBINSON 
 

Composer, musician, British civil administrator, Vice Regal representative (Governor of Prince 

Edward Island, South Australia, Victoria and Western Australia), arts patron. Born William Cleaver 
Francis Robinson on14 January 1834 at Rosmead, Westmeath, Ireland, he spent most of his career 
as an administrator in the Colonial Office. His association with Australia saw him serve three terms 
as Governor of Western Australia. In addition to his public service career Robinson also found 

success as a composer of patriotic and sentimental ballads, notably "Unfurl the Flag." In 1894 he 
collaborated with Francis hart on the operetta, Predatoras (aka The Handsome Ransom), which was 

staged in both Perth and Melbourne.  He returned to England in 1895 following his final term as 
Western Australian Governor. He died on 2 May 1897 at South Kensington, England.   

 

 The fifth son of British Admiral Hercules Robinson and Frances Elizabeth Wood, of Rosmead, Westmeath 

(Ireland), and younger brother of Sir Hercules George Robinson, First Baron Rosmead and Governor of Hong Kong 

(1859-65), Sir William Cleaver Francis Robinson was born at his family's home in Rosmead in 1834. In 1858, after 

having completed his education at Sandhurst he entered into the service of the Colonial Office. A keen musician, 

Robinson also wrote part songs and pieces for military bands (under the nom de plume Owen Hope) during his early 

career in London. One of his first significant appointments was as private secretary to his brother (then Lieutenant 

Governor of the Caribbean island of St Kitts). He married in 1862 and four years later was appointed Governor of the 

Falkland Islands. This was followed in 1873 by his appointment as Governor of Prince Edward Island. In 1873 he was 

created a Companion of the Order of St Michael and St George (CMG), and subsequently appointed Governor of 

Western Australia. He served three terms in this position (1875-77, 1880-83 and 1890-95). Robinson was knighted in 

1877 and made a GCMG in 1887. Between 1883 and 1889 he undertook the duties of Governor of South Australia, and 

briefly acted as Governor of Victoria in 1889. 

 A leading patron the arts during his time in Australia, Robinson gave his time to numerous musical and literary 

societies including the Perth Musical Union (1992), the Adelaide Quartet Club (1883-1886) and the Melbourne 

Metropolitan Liedertafel (1883). He also lent his support to a number of composers - notably Maurice Heuzenroeder, 

Julius Hertz and G. W. L. Marshall-Hall, and writers such as journalist/librettist, Francis Hart. Along with Sir Thomas 

Elder, Robinson also headed the list of subscribers supporting the financial operations of Adelaide University's Chair of 

Music during its first five years (it later became the Elder Conservatorium).  

 Although largely remembered today for his public service and political career Robinson was an accomplished 

musician and composer who found a good deal of success, mostly in the area of ballads and popular song styles. A West 

Australian music critic records, for example: "Sir William Robinson has for many years been among the popular song 

writers of the day, and his compositions stamp him as a writer of originality and exceptional musical merit." The critic 

goes on to note that among his works Robinson had "composed several part-songs, characterised by melodic charm and 

excellent vocal part-writing, and [that] his setting of 'Brief Life is Here Our Portion' [was] deservedly one of the most 

popular of modern hymns on account of its melodiousness and expansiveness" (19 Jan. 1894, 3).  

http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowAgent&agentId=A8!6
http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowAgent&agentId=A(-o


 

 837 

 

 

        While some degree of hyperbole may be present in the 

reviews - perhaps due to Robinson's powerful position - there 

can be no doubting the sales that met some of his 

compositions. One song, "Remember Me No More," is said to 

have sold in excess of 30-40,000 copies. Robinson's most 

popular composition in the Australian colonies, however, was 

the patriotic, "Unfurl the Flag," which garnered huge sheet 

music sales and was often performed on the variety stage. It is 

also known to have been incorporated into several theatrical 

productions, including the Harry W. Emmet's pantomime, 

Sinbad the Sailor, staged in Melbourne in 1884 by George 

Rignold. Christine Darrell (aka Mrs George Darrell) later 

performed it to much acclaim as Babs Berkeley in her 

husband's 1891 Melbourne revival of The Sunny South. That 

same year a series of waltzes under the title of "Valse," drew 

much praise from the Age's music critic who wrote: 'The 

composer's well-known attainments as a musicians render it 

unnecessary to say anything as to the technical correctness of 

this set of waltzes, which have in a high degree the qualities 

of grace and charm of melody whereby his numerous songs 

are distinguished. We shall be surprised if this, which is 

perhaps his first attempt at dance music, does not speedily 

attain a popularity equal to that achieved by his successful 

efforts in the line to which he has hitherto principally devoted 

himself' (28 March 1891, 15).  

 

Sir William Robinson 
(Courtesy of the Constitution Centre of Western Australia) 

 

 

Other songs known to have been composed by Robinson include: "Thou Art My Soul" (a great favourite of 

Santley, who sang it with considerable success in Melbourne); "I Love Thee So" and "The Post's Last Dream" (both 

with lyrics by Gilbert Parker). Two songs "Imperfectus" (possibly "Imperfection") and "My Rose" are also recorded as 

having sold well in London (WA: 19 January 1894, 3). A number of his songs were performed in Western Australia 

during his time there as Governor – "Remember Me No More," "Thou Art My Soul" and "Imperfectus" being 

performed, for example, in Fremantle in 1894.  

         Robinson's his first foray into music theatre as principal composer was the operetta, Predatoras, co-written with 

librettist Francis Hart. It was given its premiere in January 1894 under the title The Handsome Ransom before some 

250 invited guests at Government House in Perth. In an editorial preview the West Australian wrote: "It is of somewhat 

unique interest that a Governor of a British Colony should be the composer of an opera and should present its first 

performance in the colony of which he is ruler, and for this reason alone to-nights entertainment will elicit very keen 

interest" (11 Jan. 1894, 4). Following the Government House premiere the operetta was transferred to a hall in the city, 

where it was received with enthusiasm by the public. While holidaying in Melbourne during July of that year, Robinson 

responded to requests from friends to present the operetta in that city. That production, which featured Francis Hart in 

the role of Mr Potts, was mounted in the large salon of the Vienna Café without stage mounting, chorus or orchestra, 

and with about 100 guests in attendance. Given a new title, Predatoras; Or The Brigand's Bride, Robinson and Hart 

reworked the operetta, adding considerably to its length, a factor which according to the Table Talk critic allowed it to 

"fill the whole evening in its performance" (13 July 1894, 5). Several months later the work was re-staged (after some 

two months of rehearsal) under the auspices of J. C. Williamson and George Musgrove. Interestingly, the advertising 

for this production indicated that the operetta was being 'produced for the first time on any stage' (A: 12 Nov. 1894, 8). 

 In relation to the music, the Western Australian and Melbourne critics seem to have been divided. A drama critic 

from the Governor's home state, for example, wrote a glowingly positive three column-long review, proposing: "of the 

concerted and more dramatic parts of [Governor Robinson's] music, it may be generally said that [his] aim has evidently 

been to illustrate faithfully the situations created by the author of the libretto, and certainly the recitatives and the 

working up of the various situations are admirably done, and afford great scope to the performers" (19 Jan. 1894, 3). 

While the Melbourne critics generally found Robinson's score to be adequate, and occasionally charming, the Argus 

review proposed that in being "more in the style of the French opera comique than of the burlesque composition of the 

day... [the music was] not of a class to become quickly or widely popular" (13 Nov. 1894, 5). In agreement, the Age 

critic also suggested that the composer was "too much afraid of venturing boldly into the unknown and untried" (13 

Nov. 1894, 5).  

 Sir William Robinson retired from the Colonial Office in 1895, aged 61, having served almost forty years. 

Although some historians have rightly criticised him for being far too restrained and routine during his first term as 

Western Australia's governor (he in fact relinquished the position to take on the appointment of Governor of the Straits 

Settlement), Robinson's two later terms saw him become much more sympathetic and hands-on in helping the political 

aims of the constituents. His knowledge of the state and his remarkable administrative capabilities so impressed the 

Home Office authorities that they took much heed of his advice in helping set up the state's first legislative government. 

http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowAgent&agentId=A7%7d-
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One of his more important administrative efforts was therefore undertaken shortly before his retirement, when after 

returning to England he helped pass Western Australia's Constitutional Bill through the Imperial Parliament. Robinson 

died in South Kensington, London, some two years into his retirement.  

 Eric Irvin indicates in his Dictionary of Australian Theatre that Robinson wrote at least one other serious music 

theatre work, an opera called The Nut-Brown Maid (248). Although possibly completed in 1896, the year before he 

died, the work was never staged.  
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 

PREDATORAS; OR, THE BRIGAND'S BRIDE  (aka THE HANDSOME RANSOM)  [operetta]  Lib. Francis Hart; Mus. William Robinson (1894); 

THE NUT BROWN MAID [opera] Lib. [n/e]; Mus. Williamsd Robinson (1896, unpfm) 
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AMY ROCHELLE 

 

Soprano, pantomime principal boy, child impersonator, pianist, musical comedy artist. Born 26 
January 1898 in Sydney. After training at the NSW Conservatorium, Amy Rochelle made her first 
appearance on the stage in 1912 aged 14. Engaged by Harry Clay sometime around late 1914/early 

1915, she worked on his circuit for four years (including two Queensland tours, 1915/16), becoming 
one of the company's leading attractions, notably through her association with Clay's No 1 Musical 
Comedy Company. In 1916 Rochelle was also selected for the finals of the 1916 Melba scholarship. A 
brief engagement with Hugh D. Macintosh (Tivoli) in 1918 led to an offer by the Fullers to take over 
the principle boy role in their 1918/19 pantomime Babes in the Woods. In 1919 she joined Nat 

Phillips' Stiffy and Mo Company. Rochelle's association with the Fullers lasted until the late 1920s, 
and during that time she was regarded as one of the company's most popular pantomime stars, 
appearing in such productions as Cinderella (1919), Mother Goose (1922) and in later years Little Red 
Riding Hood (1928). During the 1920s Rochelle also expanded her vaudeville repertoire with child 

impersonations and as a pianist, touring for the Fullers constantly around Australia and New 
Zealand. In 1927 she joined the reformed Stiffy and Mo Company and two years later formed her 

own revue troupe in partnership with Stan Foley. Amy Rochelle continued performing well into the 
1940s, with the last record of her found to date being a season under Bruce Carroll's management at 
the Tivoli Theatre, Perth. Rochelle was married to Harry R. Kitching, the editor of Australian Variety.  

 

 Amy Rochelle's first appearance on the professional stage is believed to have been at the Sydney Town Hall in 

1912. By early 1915 she was under contract to Sydney-based variety entrepreneur Harry Clay, an engagement which 

that same year included a six month tour of Queensland. Her reception throughout that state was such that Clay sent her 

back the following year. In 1916 Rochelle was on the short list for a Melba Scholarship, but according to reports at the 

time her heavy schedule as one of Harry Clay's leading attractions meant that she was unable to make the selection 

finals. It was claimed in the trade journals that Madam Melba was contemplating a private audition to accommodate the 

new Australian "nightingale." Over the 1916/17 summer period Rochelle starred in Clay's pantomime extravaganza In 

the Court of Father Xmas, which is believed to have been her first professional appearance as a principal boy. By 1917 

she was an integral part of Clay's No 1 Revue Co, if not one of the most popular acts playing the circuit. The company, 

primarily a vehicle for Arthur Morley's revusicals, comprised some of Harry Clay's biggest stars - Ted Stanley, Eileen 

and Bessie Phillips, Will Rollow, James Caldwell, Bert and Evelyn Dudley, Elsie Bates (Morley's wife), Lulu Eugene 

and Morley himself. The company toured such popular revusicals as Dockum Street, Woolloomooloo, The Musical 

Comedy Girl, The Island of Spice, Run for the Doctor and Morley's hit from the previous year, Not a Word to the 

Wife. 

 On the 9th of June 1917 Rochelle married Harry R. Kitching, the Australian Variety editor, who also took on the 

role of her manager. Shortly after her marriage she became pregnant, but was found in the last stages of her pregnancy 

to be suffering from acute ptomaine poising. This resulted in her losing the baby a bare three days after it was born in 

February 1918. Reportedly having died several times, Rochelle spent some considerable period recuperating, finally 

returning to the stage in late 1918 through engagements with Clay's and later a brief spot on the Tivoli bill under Hugh 

D, McIntosh's direction. It was while she was appearing with McIntosh that Rochelle was spotted by the Fullers who 

sought to engage her for their company. Although only having briefly returned to Harry Clay's circuit, he recommended 

her to his competitors and she soon afterwards accepted a role in the Fullers in their 1918/19 Christmas pantomime 

Babes in the Woods (replacing Queenie Paul in January of 1919). Still effectively under contract to Harry Clay, 

Rochelle returned to the Bridge Theatre following pantomime duties and played one last brief engagement for her 

mentor. A few months later the Theatre wrote of Rochelle: 
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Queenie Paul as principal boy [Babes in the Wood, Fullers pantomime, Grand Opera House] was succeeded by 

Amy Rochelle, who is understood to have got the position on the recommendation of Harry Clay. With Mr Clay 

she had been a fixture for years. Miss Rochelle in age and appearance is still a mere girl. She has an attractive 

figure - tall and slight; and is distinctly good-looking. She speaks clearly, with full appreciation of the point in 

every line she utters and is easy and confident in all she does. Self-consciousness is unknown to her. But above 

all these recommendations is her singing. Her voice is remarkable for its pleasing quality, together with its range 

and power. Furthermore, her highest notes, flooding as it were the whole building, are taken without the least 

apparent effort. The use of her voice, however, is not free of certain vaudeville tricks; but except to the musically 

exacting her singing for this very reason must be all the more effective. While Miss Rochelle is to be 

congratulated on the chance she is getting with the Fullers the latter must similarly be congratulated on securing 

her services. For in her the firm named have an exceptionally fine principal boy. They might have sent to England 

or America without getting a performer to equal this Sydney-born girl. Certain it is that not within my memory 

has Australia seen a principal boy who in all-round qualifications for such a role can be said to surpass her (Apr. 

1919, 15). 
  

 
 

Amy Rochelle 
(author's collection) 

       Following her final engagement with Harry Clay Rochelle 

signed a contract with the Fullers that was reportedly the largest 

ever given to an Australian principle boy to that date. During 

her association which with the firm, lasted until around 1928, 

Amy Rochelle rivalled Nellie Kolle as one of the company's 

leading principal boys, playing some eight or nine Christmas 

pantomimes in a row. She also became a major asset to Nat 

Phillips' Stiffy and Mo Revue Company, which she joined 

sometime in 1919. It is believed that she spent most of the year 

with the company, performing in some of the troupe's most 

popular revusicals of that period, including The Waiters, In the 

Army and The Sanatorium.  After finishing up with the troupe 

Rochelle went briefly back to straight variety on the Fullers 

Australian and New Zealand circuit, expanding her solo 

repertoire with child impersonations and a piano act. As the 

Theatre notes at this time: "Amy Rochelle is no longer hidden 

in revue, but takes her place in Fuller vaudeville as a single 

performer. Miss Rochelle is a Sydney-sider with youth in her 

favour, and had her best opportunity to date in Fullers last 

pantomime at the Grand Opera House" (June 1920, 11). 

According to most press reports Rochelle's greatest asset was 

her singing. Indeed, she was seen by many critics of the day as 

the country's premier vaudeville soprano. For the Fullers' 

1919/20 pantomime, Cinderella, Rochelle even contributed her 

own composition. Nat Phillips was so inspired by her voice that 

he composed his song, "Bert Hinkler," (which celebrates the 

feats of the famous airman) expressly for her.    

 Rochelle retired from the stage for a brief time in 1920, returning to the Fullers for their 1920/21 Melbourne 

pantomime season, for which she again wrote a song. As with most other variety artists of the period Rochelle was not 

on an exclusive full time contract with one organisation, and so in August 1921 she began a brief engagement with John 

N. McCallum's Town Topics company at the Cremorne Theatre, Brisbane. Given a welcome to the city by the Mayor 

and an enormous turn-out of people, her opening at the Cremorne saw an equally large number of people turned away 

from 3000 seat venue. 

        The following year (1922) Rochelle returned to the Fullers, again appearing as principal boy in one of their 

pantomimes, this being Nat Phillips' Mother Goose (Hippodrome, Syd). Following this she went back on tour for the 

company on a fulltime basis. While on tour through Queensland in 1924, Rochelle's reputation was considered top 

shelf. "As a child impersonator, Miss Rochelle has no equal," wrote a Toowoomba Chronicle critic. "If one closed their 

eyes and listened, you would think you were listening to a small child of tender years singing. She has all the 

mannerisms of a child, even to the child-like cough. Her child stories are of exceptional interest, as they are original, 

and it can easily be said they have never been heard before" (15 Oct. 1924, n. pag.).  

In 1927 Rochelle rejoined the Stiffy and Mo Revue Co for its brief revival. Just It, records shortly after the new 

company made its debut: "Amy Rochelle is a great help to the show. She sings many ballads in a charming manner. As 

playgoers all know, the versatile Amy is a musical comedy star with a powerful soprano voice, and her child 

impersonations are so life-like, that they have almost become classics. She received her musical education at the N.S.W. 

Conservatorium, and owes a lot to the advice of Antonia Dolores. One chronicles with pleasure her rise in the 

profession was due to merit and hard work, and a combination of vivacity and beauty, plus a voice of unusual beauty" 

(2 July 1927, 28). Rochelle remained with the company through to its tour of New Zealand the following year, at which 

time Phillips and Rene split for the final time. 

In December 1928 Rochelle again took on the principal boy role for the Fullers, this time in Little Red Riding 

Hood (Empire, Syd). Following that engagement she joined the company's Novellettes troupe (then under the direction 
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of Walter George) and sometime around December 1929 or January 1930 formed a partnership with Stan Foley at the 

Bridge Theatre, Newtown, where they presented revues. The theatre was being leased from Clay's by her husband. 

Moving away from variety Rochelle took on the lead role in a production of The Belle of New York at Her Majesty's 

(Syd) in March 1930. The last record found to date of Amy Rochelle appearing on the stage comes from a 1947 

programme held in the Fryer Library's Nat Phillips Archive.  The programme indicates that Rochelle was part of a Will 

Mahoney's company, then playing a season at Bruce Carroll's Tivoli Theatre in Perth. Among the company was veteran 

comic, Charles "Ike" Delavale and up-and-coming performer, Peggy Mortimer (later Peggy Topano). 
 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 

"Australian Principal Boy- Amy Rochelle in Cinderella." TBT: 23 Dec. (1920), 26. 

 

 

 

SAM ROWLEY 

 

Comic, endman, monologist. Born and raised in Sydney, Sam Rowley carved out a career of more 
than thirty years on the American variety stage. He started on the professional stage in Australia 
with Maggie Moore, and later appeared at the Alhambra Music Hall (Syd) in the late 1880s/early 
1890s under Frank Smith's management. Rowley spent a number of years in America during the 

early 1890s before briefly returning to Australia. He was engaged by the Court Variety and Ballad 
Company in 1895 and later in the year starred alongside W. Horace Bent, the Leopold Brothers and 
W.A. Ball at Lawler's Sydney Music Hall.  Over the 18 years Rowley returned to tour Australia on no 

less than six occasions, and is known to have been performing in the country in 1918 and 1920. His 
Australian engagements over the years were with many leading companies including Harry Rickards, 
Percy St John, Jones and Lawrence and the Fullers.  

 

 Billed throughout his career as "The Little Man with the Big Voice" and "the Little Man with the 1000hp Voice" 

(he stood just 5' 3), Sam Rowley was born and raised in Sydney. Although no record of his name has yet been located 

prior to 1891, when he appeared at the Bondi Aquarium on several occasions, Rowley's high positioning on the 

programmes indicates that he had by then established a considerable reputation within the local industry.
66

 Indeed, one 

unconfirmed report published around 1918 claims that that he had once been a big hit during the heyday of the old 

Alhambra Music Hall (a period most likely to have been during Frank Smith's occupation of the theatre between 

ca.1885 and 1893). Rowley also records that his first start on the stage was as call-boy for Maggie Moore ("Little Man" 

31).  Sam Rowley's exact whereabouts between late 1891 and April 1895 are yet to be established. In a 1913 interview 

with the Theatre magazine he claims to have spent some twenty-five years in America, with almost nine of those years 

engaged by Sullivan and Considine. Regarding this association he further indicates that when he first worked for them 

the company had only seven theatres on their circuit but that by 1913 this number had expanded to forty-seven.  

In describing his own performance style Rowley claims that although having done remarkably well overseas his 

act his was "merely a good act" and that he was "no world beater" ("Little Man" 31). While his specialty is believed to 

have been mostly singing, story telling and political satire, as with most Australian-trained variety performers he could 

turn his hand to whatever task was required. He is known, for example, to have appeared in farces and burlesques, and 

worked on occasion as a stage manager.  

 Upon returning to Australia sometime around early 1895 (having been out of the country by then for possibly two 

to three years), Rowley took up an engagement touring with the Court Variety and Ballad Company, appearing 

alongside such performers as Fred Dark (ex-Rickards company), Billy Akarman, the Perman Trio, Florrie Forde and 

Amy Sherwood (BC: 30 Mar. 1895, 2). Later that year he secured a season at John Lawler's Sydney Music Hall 

alongside W. Horace Bent, W. A. Ball and the Leopold Brothers. Among the productions he is known to have appeared 

in was Bent's burlesque Robbery under Arms (9 Nov.). Two years later he was on a Bovis Brothers bill at the Gaiety 

Theatre (Bris). That company also starred several other artists who are profiled in this appendix, namely Horace Bent, 

Carlton and Sutton, Harry Clay and Charles and Will Bovis (6 Nov. 1897). 

 Rowley's name is next identified in Australia at the Cremorne Theatre (Perth) in early 1900 where he was 

appearing for the first time in that state for Jones and Lawrence, alongside Charles Fanning, Carlton and Sutton, Joe 

Cowan and Harry Fitzmaurice (10 Mar.). By June that same year he was once again back in Brisbane, this time engaged 

by Percy St John at the Theatre Royal as the headline act (30 June). The Brisbane Courier notes that his 28 July 

performance, during which he sang the song "In the State of Alabama," was "as usual, well received" (30 July 1900, 7). 

By January 1905 Rowley was once again in Perth, engaged by Leonard Davis to play the role of Rudolph Krausmeir (a 

German sport out for a good time) in the American musical extravaganza, A Seaside Dilemma (Palace Gardens; 21 

Jan.). Also in the production were Sam gale, Dave Warne, George Jones and the Coleman Sisters. A few months later 

he was touring with Edward Lang's Travesty Stars through the Commonwealth. The Theatre reports that the company's 

productions included Hoity Toity, Whirl-i-Gig, Pousse Café and Hurly Burly (1 Apr. 1905, 7).  

 Early January 1911 saw Rowley engaged by Harry Rickards at his Tivoli Theatre (Syd) on the same bill as Julian 

Rose, the celebrated Hebrew comedian, Pope and Sayles, Les Warton and Ida Berridge. His name does not seem to 

                                                           
66  Rowley's appearance at the Bondi Aquarium on 3 January was in a troupe that included high-profile artists George Turner and Harry Creamer. 

On 3 October he took part in a monster entertainment bill at the same venue as part of the 8 Hours Demonstration Day. Among the other performers 

were the Faust Family, Wal Rockley and celebrated musician, Herr Von der Mehden (a long-time music director for the Fitzgerald Brothers Circus). 
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appear in Australia again until 1913. In his June interview with the Theatre, Rowley says that this current return trip 

was his sixth since first leaving Australia. In comparing his experiences at home and overseas he notes: 
 

The work is harder [in America] - or rather people imagine it is. But in Australia in my time I really had to do 

four turns in the one programme. I appeared in the first part, doing three or four songs and playing the finale. 

Then in the second part I had to do a specialty, and take a part in the farce - the customary wind-up to a 

vaudeville show in those days. So for the six nights in the week I had to give twenty-four turns. In America I 

appear once in the afternoon and twice at night. There I give only one turn, and for four years I have not changed 

my act… It is remarkable how you can stick to the one thing in America. You become identified with a certain 

make-up, or a particular act; and that is how, if you hit them, they want to go on seeing you, year after year. Once 

I went to the trouble of working up a new act. I opened with it on Monday. The manager spoke to me. "It is a 

good turn," he said; "but on Wednesday give us the old act again ("Little Man" 31). 
 

By October 1913 Rowley was back in North America, appearing at the Empress Theatre, Vancouver (Canada), where 

he himself says that he was quite popular (TT: Oct. 1913, 31). He is believed to have remained in the US until 1918, at 

which time he again toured Australia. A 1916 report on Rowley's act published in the US magazine, Vaudeville, notes:  
 

 

 

Sam Rowley, monologist and story teller, offered - at 

the Empress (Chicago) - his new act, which is a 

vehicle well suited to his style of delivery. He comes 

on in a sort of English dress, and delivers his lines as 

an Englishman [might] with just a smattering of 

American life… He has some good jokes, and his 

political stuff is bright and new. He was second best in 

the bill and scored heavily as he deserved (ctd. in TT: 

Oct. 1916, 48). 
 

During his 1918 visit to Australia Rowley signed with 

the Fullers and was sent on tour with Bert Le Blanc's 

Travesty Stars company as a first part vaudeville turn 

(BC: 16 Nov. 1918, 2). Whether he remained in the 

country for long or returned again to America is not 

clear. It has been established, however, that he was with 

the Fullers in 1920, performing with a straight vaudeville 

company in Brisbane at the firm's Empire Theatre (c 

Apr.). His fellow artists at that time included Eurasian, 

Leonard Nelson, Abdy's Cats and Dogs and 

acrobatic/stilt performers Kitch and Kliftie. No further 

details have been located concerning Sam Rowley's 

whereabouts following this Brisbane season. 
 
 

Sam Rowley 

Theatre June 1913, 31. 
(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 

 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 
"Little Man with the Big Voice, The."  TT: June (1913), 31. 

X-Ray. "Month in Vaudeville, The." Oct. 1913, 31.    [rnib] 

 

 

 

HARRY SADLER 
 

"When climbing the ladder of success may you never meet a friend" (Harry Sadler). 
67

 
 

Judge not, that ye not be judged. 
68

 
 

Comic, singer, manager, vaudeville entrepreneur. Born ca.1869. Although Harry Sadler was largely 
associated with the Fullers, along with Harry Rickards and Harry Clay during his career, it was as a 
vaudeville entrepreneur that he became best known around Australia. Sadler's early career included 

engagements with Olivia Kemp (1895), Jones and Lawrence (Perth) ca. 1900/01 and Jim Bell 
(Newcastle) in 1902. He signed with the Fullers in 1902, appearing on their Dominion circuit in New 
Zealand. His first engagement with Harry Rickards was around 1905. He also began working on and 
off for Harry Clay between ca.1904 and 1912. By 1913 Sadler had moved into management himself, 

co-operating a circuit in Tasmania (Sadler and Beveridge Vaudeville Co), and later in Melbourne, 

                                                           
67       TT: Nov. 1922, 6. 
68       Part of Sadler's death notice, following his suidcide in 1919 (AV: 25 July 1919, 3). 
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throughout Victoria and in Perth. From 1916 he began a management arrangement with the Fullers 
for artists, which led to him leasing the Princess Theatre (Syd) in 1916 with Jack Kearns. In July 
that same year Nat Phillips' premiered his Tabloid Musical Comedy Company (starring Stiffy and Mo) 
to much success under the Kearns/Sadler management. Sadler continued to perform on stage 

regularly in addition to his managerial career. He returned to Tasmania with a semi-permanent 
company in 1917 before again taking up a Fullers management position at the Princess Theatre. In 
early March 1918 he toured a company to Perth (Melrose Theatre), but soon afterwards was 
embroiled in a controversial lawsuit taken against him by one of his female artists. After losing the 
case, Sadler retuned to Sydney to run the Gaiety Theatre for bookmaker and Australian Variety 

manager, Andy Kerr. The following year he committed suicide. Harry Sadler was the brother of 
Fullers and Clay manager, Bill Sadler, and husband of well-known soubrette, Nellie Searle. 

 

 Once described as "a most melancholy looking comedian" (NM: 7 May 1912, 4), Harry Sadler is one of the more 

enigmatic Australian vaudeville personalities of the early twentieth century. Pocket-sized, energetic, feisty and a hustler 

and a spieler in every sense of the word, he perhaps came closer than any other locally-born performer/manager in 

matching Harry Clay's record of achievement as a vaudeville showman. At his height of fame and popularity Sadler 

ruled the Sydney's Princess and Gaiety theatres, and was well-known throughout much of the country - notably in 

Tasmania, Victoria and Western Australia. However, unlike Clay, who'd learnt to curb his temperament and channel it 

constructively, Sadler found himself riding the waves of success and despair throughout his career - a career cut short by 

his suicide in the wake of financial problems and a highly publicised scandal. Sadler's greatest obstacle it would seem 

was himself. 

 While much of Sadler's early life and career is still to be uncovered, it is known that he toured with Olivia Kemp's 

Dramatic Company in the mid-1890s, and by late 1900 was established enough to draw headline billing when he first 

appeared for Jones and Lawrence at the Cremorne Theatre in Perth. During a season at Newcastle's King's Theatre under 

the management of Jim Bell (ca.1902), Sadler was spotted by John Fuller Jnr who offered him an engagement touring 

their New Zealand Dominion circuit. It was to be the start of a long association with the Fullers' company. The tour was 

not all plain sailing, however, and in fact at one stage he was nearly evicted from the company. As he recalls, the trouble 

started when he knocked out Ted Sylvani (the Fullers' Dunedin stage manager) when the latter insulted him. After the 

same thing happened again at Christchurch, with a different stage manager, an angry Walter Fuller wrote to his brothers 

Ben and John to complain about the comic's aggressive attitude. Ben Fuller decided to teach Sadler a lesson. The night 

he arrived to take control of the troupe company Fuller pulled out of the farce he was himself advertised to appear in, 

and sent in a ring-in, Tommy McGregor, to play opposite Sadler.  The comic recalls the night in an interview with the 

Theatre magazine: 
 

When [McGregor] entered I asked (being a waiter), "What's for you?" He said, "I want some steak, and I want it 

blood-raw" - then he banged me on the temple, and knocked me down. I was a bit silly for a second; but got up; 

and after asking the same question he hit me again, this time, a beaut in the pit of the stomach, and down I went. I 

was almost out. The audience were thoroughly enjoying it. So was Ben Fuller... who was laughing fit to kill 

himself. Then I tumbled to the joke. I got up, took off my apron and cap... determined if to see if I couldn't give 

him some. We then got to it. In three minutes we were both "blood-raw." Anyhow I fixed my man. I knocked him 

out. The moment I did so down came the curtain. As my opponent lay there... the other members of the company 

crowded round, exclaiming, "Do you know who you have knocked? Why that's Tommy McGregor - the 

champion of New Zealand." Ben came on the stage, and how he did laugh (June 1915, 49). 
 

Sadler goes on to claim that he ended up teaching Ben Fuller the finer points of boxing, and as a pupil he records, "Ben 

[on a number of occasions] did me proud." After finishing up with the Fullers some five or so months later, it is believed 

that Sadler started working for Harry Clay in Sydney. Clay was by that time spending some six months away each year 

touring Queensland (ca. April-September), and while Sadler's name doesn't appear on the bill any touring troupe, he 

most likely appeared around Clay's burgeoning suburban circuit over the spring/summer months. It is also possible that 

he was on Clay's books around the same time as George Sorlie joined the company. Sometime around 1905 Sadler was 

offered an engagement with Harry Rickards, having been given a letter of introduction from Ben Fuller. He was 

associated with Rickards on a regular basis for seven years - a good deal of that time in a turn with Major Bosco. One 

early review published in the Theatre records: "Harry Sadler's turn at the Tivoli is a roar from the start... He out-Tiches 

Little Tich, which is tall talk" (June 1907, n. pag.). Finishing up with Rickards, he is believed to have spent some more 

time on Clay's circuit before taking up a contract with James Brennan at the National Amphitheatre (see SMH: ca. Feb. 

1909). He later went back on to Fullers time after they took over Brennan's operations in Sydney and Melbourne. It has 

been reported that he stayed at the National Theatre for six months before being transferred to the Gaiety (Melb) as the 

firm's manager there. 

 Between the end of his Fullers’ engagement and the opening of his Tasmanian and Victorian operations around 

1913/14, Sadler re-established his connection with Harry Clay, performing both on his Sydney circuit and on the first 

half of Clay's 1912 Queensland tour. The Theatre in its December 1912 issue offers an insight into their relationship: 
 

 Mr Harry Sadler has often worked with Mr Harry Clay. One of the songs he used to sing was, "Studying the 

Doctor's Orders." In this get-up he had a swag on his back. Mr Clay says that sometimes when Mr Sadler was 

singing this he used to shout to him from behind the scenes: - "If I had my way, I'd strap that swag to your back, 

and make you carry it to Melbourne" (Dec. 1912, 33). 
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 Around late 1913 Sadler co-formed the Sadler and Beveridge Vaudeville Company, setting up an enterprise at 

Hobart's Theatre Royal under the auspices of Ben Fuller. In July Sadler and Beveridge announced their plan to open in 

Launceston, which Australian Variety suggested was risky as "the city on the banks of the Tamar is the nemesis of 

vaudeville! J.C. Bain and Mareno Lucas had a bad experience there" (1 July 1914, 12). In August they were to open at 

Her Majesty's Theatre Ballarat (Vic), too, but had to postpone due to the advent of the war. Looking to offer the latest 

entertainment crazes, the company introduced quick change dramas at the Hobart venue, and supplemented their own 

artists with headline acts leased from the Fullers. In December Sadler finally got his Ballarat operation under way, 

announcing at the time that he intended to settle in the city. The following year he had his various Tasmanian and 

Victorian enterprises in full swing. A new venture was also undertaken at the Barclay Theatre in Footscray from March. 

In September 1915, Sadler announced to Australian Variety that he had "made arrangements with Mr S. Spurling, 

General Manager of the New National Theatre, Launceston, to take all acts and turns after they have played Hobart, and 

I have also made exceptional arrangements with Mr Ben J. Fuller for a continuous supply of acts for both centres" (AV: 

22 Sept. 1915, n. pag.). Ever-ready to get his name out in the public, Sadler also made several complimentary comments 

about the magazine which they duly printed: 
 

Australian Variety is in great demand here, and you will find a good scope for it in Tasmania now that vaudeville 

has come, I hope to stay.... I will do all I can to push Variety along, and have already arranged for its sale in my 

theatres (ibid). 
 

It would appear that this announcement was a piece of desperation from Sadler as within a few weeks, and despite his 

advertised 'success' he instead divested himself of his interests in the Tasmanian capital and returned to performing once 

again - this time back in Sydney.  

 Sadler's return to performing took place at the Princess Theatre in late 1915, but by May the following year he and 

Jack "Porky" Kearns had taken over the running of the popular venue for the new owners, the Fullers. "Harry Sadler, in 

his elegant dress suit, makes an imposing figure in front of the Princess Theatre every evening," wrote one critic. "And 

how the comedian-manager works to get 'em in, and how he succeeds, is told in the fine box-office returns" (AV: 31 

May 1916, n. pag.). While Sadler largely concentrated on the managerial side of things, Jack Kearns took control of the 

creative side, investing his energies in the current craze for one act musical comedies.  A number of these productions 

were written and/or adapted by Kearns, with the help of Sadler and other leading comedians in the company. Three of 

the more successfully received productions were The Brook, On Your Nut and Muldoon's Picnic.  In mid-1916 the 

Fullers arranged with Sadler and Kearns to present Nat Phillips' newly formed Tabloid Musical Comedy Company for 

an initial six week season. The company created a storm of interest in the local community, in large part due to the two 

principle comedians - Nat Phillips and Roy Rene, who respectively played the characters Stiffy and Mo. Such was the 

success of the season even after only a few weeks, Sadler and Kearns extended their stay for another six weeks.   

 While his attention was primarily directed towards the Princess operations around this time, Harry Sadler 

nevertheless continued to keep his name current in some of his old stamping grounds. Over January/February 1917, for 

example, he sent a company on tour to Hobart. It appears, however, that that Sadler and Kearns eventually finished their 

run at the Princess in May that year. Sadler continued his association with Tasmania, playing at the Temperance Hall, 

Hobart and in other centres. Australian Variety notes in regard to his Launceston season: "Harry Sadler opens ... this 

week, and this will be about the strength of its run. One good night a week is about all that burg can stand. Sadler is on 

the bill, and with him are the Farrows, Shipp and Gaffney, Ward Lear, Maudie Stewart and others" (23 May 1917, 7). 

By the end of the month, he had indeed closed down his Launceston operations. He also closed down his Hobart 

venture, a decision which apparently created something of a furore amongst his artists. 

 In late November 1917, Sadler once again took over the reigns of the Princess Theatre for the Fullers, with critics 

noting that it was his experience and innate understanding of what the audiences wanted that accounted for his success 

there. Australian Variety made mention of his up and down career to that stage when it noted that "during the past 

several years, Sadler has had a somewhat pyrotechnic career. This time, he is in the game for keeps, and the first 

whisperer who comes along with a good thing [horse racing tip] is to be thrown to a dressing-room of live serios" (23 

Nov. 1917, n. pag.).  In the same issue the magazine notes: 
 

Harry Sadler to be a "Live One" - When the Princess Theatre re-opens to-morrow, it will have Harry Sadler at the 

helm, and this ubiquitous comedian-manager is going to give this well-known house the surprise of its life. He 

will run broad burlesque for the edification of patrons, and those latter are going to see a legs show hitherto 

unequalled. A very fine company of comedians has been secured, and the talent of the rest of the show is in 

keeping with the venture. Mr Sadler wishes it to be distinctly understood that he is taking the venture up entirely 

on his own responsibility, the only interest the Fuller firm has is the lease of the premises (ibid). 
 

Such was Sadler's reputation as a showman around this stage that the industry magazines frequently commented on his 

style of going about things. Making reference to a revusical then currently playing to much success on the Clay circuit, 

Australian Variety writes, for example, "Harry Sadler is a full blown Stenographer, 
69

 and can go some on the machine. 

His office is a buzz of business, and to see Harry at work, things must be looking up. Some class now, he can be seen 

only by appointment" (30 Nov. 1917, n. pag.). 

 1918 began auspiciously enough Sadler. He sent another troupe to Tasmania during January, and was able to 

attract some quality performers – notably George Sorlie, Arthur Morley, Phyllis Faye, Arthur Elliott and Harry Little. In 

                                                           
69      The New Stenographer by George Pagden et al. See Appendix C, 1917 entry. 
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February he announced to the public through Australian Variety that he intended to expand his circuit, opening at the 

Melrose Theatre (Perth). It is possible that the new venture was a means of escaping the considerable overheads required 

at the Princess - which Sadler claimed it cost him over £200 a week. Reporting that the Melrose had "been closed to 

vaudeville for some time" the magazine kept its options open as to whether it would be a success for him, writing "it 

now remains to be seen whether Sadler and his hustling methods can keep it open permanently" (22 Feb. 1918, 3).  One 

of Sadler's major successes during the period was the Baby Dolls, a group of singers, dancers and physical culturists led 

by Phyllis Faye. His relationship with Faye was shortly to bring him before the West Australian legal system, however, 

and effectively bring his name into disrepute around Australia.  

   For the Perth tour, Sadler took with  several top-line artists including his old mate Porky Kearns, Arthur Morley 

(producer), Harry Little and Phyllis Faye and the Baby Dolls. Several reports in Australian Variety and the Theatre 

indicate that the venture, which began around April, was initially a successful one, particularly as the city had been 

starved of quality variety entertainment for some time. In June Sadler even began opening venues in a number of other 

centres including Fremantle and Kalgoorlie (July). By mid-July, however, things began to unravel as word seeped out 

that "a big law case was coming off [later] this month." As Australian Variety put it: "The evidence will make even the 

ears of corn men open up wide. Artists throughout Australia will feel interested in the revelations, according to some of 

the know-alls" (19 July 1918, n, pag.) In early August the same magazine also reported that the case is "chockfull of 

undesirable evidence and spicy allegations" (2 Aug. 1918, 3). 

       The libel case centred around Sadler's public allegation that Faye (whose husband Bruce Drysdale was on active 

duty in the war) and Arthur Morley were having an affair. Morley's wife Elsie Bates was in Perth with her husband at 

the time, but Sadler had indicated to several people that the pair "were carrying on," and that Jack Kearns had seen 

Morley coming out of Ms Faye's adjoining room. During cross examination Faye said that she had first met Sadler 

shortly after she made her debut at Wallsend (NSW) in 1908 [aged 14], and that he "had frequently since then made 

improper overtures to her."  She added that she had defeated him in one instance by struggling with him. Sadler denied 

the allegations and produced witnesses to verify the fact that Morley was seen in Faye's bed. In addition he claimed that 

well-known Perth bookmaker, Percy Dennis, with whom he had had a falling out, and who subsequently engaged 

Morley and Faye for his own shows after the allegation, was party to inflaming the situation in revenge. Included in the 

scandal, too, was Jack Kearns, who the prosecution claimed was a "drunken scoundrel" (TT: Sept. 1918, 30). Faye 

eventually won her action and was awarded £25, although the expenses incurred by Sadler for legal costs were believed 

to have been quite high. While Faye's reputation seems to have not been overly affected, considerable damage to the 

reputations of Morley and Sadler is believed to have occurred. Morley's career was put on hold, and at one stage around 

late 1919/1920 he disappeared for sometime after suffering what is believed to have been a nervous breakdown.  

 With his reputation in Perth shattered Sadler returned to Sydney and attempted to put his career back on track. He 

arranged to takeover the lease of the old Emu Theatre in Oxford Street, near Hyde Park, a venture backed by bookmaker 

and Australian Variety manager, Andy Kerr, who took on the role of producer. Sadler and Kerr began operating 

vaudeville out of the theatre, renamed the Gaiety, on the 9th of December 1918, with the opening company including 

high profile variety stars, Ike Beck, James Craydon (also stage manager), Louie Duggan, Carlton and Sutton, Thompson 

and Montez, Daisy Harcourt and Sadler himself. The Gaiety began "doing remarkably good business" according to the 

Theatre (Jan. 1919, 25). However, it seems that despite the success of the venture, the psychological depression that 

would eventually cause Sadler to take his life later in 1919 began to take a firm grip on the comic/manager during the 

early part of the year. While little is known of Sadler's personal life during this period it would seem that his ability to 

manage the business side of the Gaiety was being left more and more to Kerr, who eventually turned to Harry Clay to 

help supply acts in an unofficial capacity (through his agency) in contrast to the way Sadler previously engaged his 

artists. On July 23rd 1919, about a month after his brother Victor died in Queensland of pneumonia, Harry Sadler 

committed suicide by jumping to his death from a railway bridge at Leichhardt. Sydney's Evening News records: 
 

Harry Sadler, formerly manager of the Gaiety Theatre in Oxford Street, and well-known in theatrical circles, met 

his death in a sensational manner at Leichhardt this morning. Soon after 10 o'clock a man and a woman, who 

were standing on the bridge which crosses the Glebe Island- Homebush railway in Norton Street, saw a man jump 

on to the parapet of the bridge. He looked towards them for a moment and said, "Goodbye! You'll find my body 

below." Then he dived head first to the railway below (ctd. TT: Aug. 1919, n. pag.). 
 

         In reporting on Sadler's death Australian Variety included the comedian's touching note to editor, Martin Brennan, 

in which, even during his final hours he still gave thought to his long-time mate Jack Kearns. The note read: 
 

           Dear Martin, 

             I have decided to end it all today. I die knowing I did absolutely all I could  

  for the profession. Through your paper give my kindest thoughts to Ben  

  and John Fuller, they are kings! Ta ta old pal; Good luck! 

                       Harry Sadler 

  P.S. - Ain't a man stiff. Cheer-oh Porky!  

 

       The magazine also wrote of Sadler:    

     
The unfortunate victim of his own hand was one of the best-known men in Australian vaudeville. His was a 

meteoric career, both as regards performer and manager. He had played the Fuller time on many occasions, and 

with very great success. As a manager, also, he was identified with several shows, all of which, strange to say, 
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came to a somewhat premature end - sometimes from mismanagement, more often from sheer bad luck. Poor 

Sadler was a happy-go-lucky fellow, generous to a fault, and if ever he had an enemy it was probably himself (25 

July 1919, 3). 
 

Numerous insights into Sadler's life and carer appeared in the pages of the industry magazines over the years, including 

one that recalled his days running the Sadler and Beveridge company in Hobart. 
 

Ted Stanley (doyen of theatrical mangers in the tight little island)," wrote the contributor would "put up some 

great jokes on them. Harry always dressed like a parson, and Ted's favourite joke was to get someone to hand 

Harry a bible wrapped in neat parcel. Harry used to go stone mad when he opened it (AV: 22 Aug. 1917, 15).  
 

In observing the opening of his new season at the Princess Theatre in November 1917 Australian Variety records: 
 

Wanted - Fifty, fine divine cute beauty girls for Harry Sadler's great new show, The Yankee Doodle Girls  - so 

ran the advertisement in a recent daily paper..... And there was some rush. Honoured more in the breach than the 

observance, girls, women and "ladies" of all shapes and sizes, answered the call.  During the past three days [of 

auditions] the manager and his staff have had the time of their lives; but the ultimate results have been very 

satisfactory, and to-morrow evening will see some of the best forms ever seen on the Australian stage. The 

Yankee Doodle Girls will be a burlesque show of the real rip-tearing type. It will keep within the bounds of 

discretion by a reasonable margin, and may also be depended upon to produce an entertainment of breezy 

merriment. [The magazine also added] "How to be Quick at Figures" by Harry Sadler will be on the market 

shortly. Advance sales are enormous (23 Nov. 1917, n. pag.) 
 

Other insights into Sadler during his final years include: 
 

Harry Sadler offered Ben J. Fuller six months rent of the Princess Theatre in advance last Monday. But the 

governing-director refused to take the money. Instead, he told Sadler that he really thought that the latter was on 

the way to make a big reputation for himself, and, the money would be available for improvements, and other 

matters. This is no "bull" - for Sadler has the backing to a very large amount (AV: 7 Dec. 1917, n. pag.). 
 

Back to the pay-box. So great was the rush at the Princess Theatre last Saturday evening that Harry Sadler had to 

go into the main pay-box and tear off the roll tickets for the seller. So busy was he - when a client came to pay 

him thirty shillings, that he did not have time to put his hand out for it (AV: 8 Feb. 1918, n. pag.). 
 

Harry Sadler back. - The most discussed man in Australian vaudeville at the present time arrived back from Perth 

last Friday..... Despite the fact that the case went against him, Harry still has the old smile up, and fully 

anticipates everything going right again, ere he returns westward (AV: 23 Aug. 1918, 3). 
 

Harry Sadler was forty years of age when he died, and is buried at Rookwood Cemetery. Surviving brothers Sid and 

Will were the chief mourners. Years later, Roy Rene wrote of Sadler in his memoirs: "Those two men, Porky Kearns and 

Harry Sadler, were great performers in their day, and they knew show business backwards and they knew what the 

audience wanted"  (61-2).  
 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 

"Death of Harry Sadler." TT: Aug. (1919), n. pag. 
"Harry Sadler Dead." AV: 25 July (1919), 3. 

"He Wanted Steak - And Red-raw at That." TT: June (1915), 49. 

"Phyllis Faye - Harry Sadler Slander Action." TT: Sept. (1918), 30. 
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 

THE BROOK  [revusical]  Txt. Jack Kearns and Harry Sadler; Mus. [n/e] (1916);  ON THE RIVER  [revusical]  Txt. Jack Kearns and Harry 

Sadler; Mus. [n/e] (1916);  ON YOUR NUT  [revusical]  Txt. Jack Kearns and Harry Sadler; Mus. [n/e] (1916); 
 

 

 

ART SLAVIN 
[Incl. Lily Thompson] 

 

Singer, comic, patterologist, song writer, revue and sketch writer, revue producer.  Born in Sheffield 
(Eng), Art Slavin came to Australia as a child. Initially a chemist by profession, his career in the 
Australian variety industry saw him associated with most of the leading companies including, Harry 
Rickards (ca.1907-14), the Fullers, Ted Holland, J. C. Bain, Jacky Landow, Post Mason, Harry 

Sadler, Dix-Baker, Harry Clay. Slavin met fellow vaudevillian Lily Thompson sometime around 1910 
and the two became on-stage partners. In 1914 they secured their first contract with Harry Clay and 
initially worked his Sydney suburban circuit. They later toured Queensland (1917/1918), with Slavin 
engaged as manager and producer on the latter tour. By 1918 he was also one of the company's 

leading revusical producers. Slavin and Thompson stayed with Clay until 1919, and then began 
working for a variety of other organisations over the next four or five years, including the Fullers, 
eventually returning to the Clay circuit on a more regular basis in 1924. Slavin and Thompson 
continued at Clay’s into 1925, followed by a return to the Fullers later that same year. They are 

known to have had a least one child, a son named Frank, born in 1911. Art Slavin died in Sydney in 
1961. Lily Thompson died two years later aged 76. 
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Born in Sheffield, South Yorkshire, around 1880, Art Slavin's parents immigrated to Australia when he was six 

years old. It is believed that they settled in the Blue Mountains township of Wellington, New South Wales, where a 

number of relatives were already living. Although it has not yet been ascertained he may also have been a relative of a 

P. or F. Slavin, a trombonist who was associated with the Alhambra Music Hall around the mid-1880s (see Alhambra 

Stage photograph in Australian Variety 15 July 1914, n. pag.). According to the Theatre magazine's "Lantern," Slavin 

was a Sydney native who initially pursued a career as a chemist (Feb. 1919, 28), which suggests that he may have 

moved to the New South Wales capital in his youth. Official records show that he married his first wife, Alberta Dutton, 

in Wellington in 1903, and the pair had three children - two girls (one died in infancy) and a boy, Eric. Little else is 

known of Slavin's early life, other than the couple were divorced in 1914.   

Art Slavin's first recorded engagement with Harry Rickards was at the Tivoli Theatre (Syd) on 16 February 1907. 

This indicates that he had been performing for a number of years because Rickards did not employ amateurs or even 

emerging professionals. In addition to his Tivoli engagements Slavin also occasionally appeared with other firms, 

notably Ted Holland (Theatre Royal, Bris) ca. June 1907; and James Brennan (Sydney and Melbourne) in 1910-11. His 

contract with Brennan, which lasted well into 1911, and possibly 1912, included at least one tour with the entrepreneur's 

Vaudeville Players (see Theatre Royal, Bris; ca. Nov.). By that stage Slavin was appearing in a partnership with 

soubrette, Lily Thompson. A native of Melbourne (and sister of Maisie Pollard), Frances Lilia Thompson (1887-1961) 

had begun her stage career with the Pollard family, beginning as one of the Lilliputians and ending as a member of their 

Juvenile Opera Co. She toured the East and through America with Mrs C.A. Chester, a daughter of Tom Sullivan (aka 

Tom Pollard), and later toured South Africa with the Harry Hall Lilliputian Opera Co. Although it has not yet been 

determined when Thompson and Slavin first teamed up, it is believed to have occurred while they were contracted to 

the Tivoli circuit.  

In 1913 Slavin and Thompson worked with Dix-Baker in Newcastle, J. C. Bain (Syd) and the Fullers. The 

following year they again secured work with Bain, in addition to seasons with Harry Clay, Cook and Fowles (Bris), 

Post Mason's Carnival Company and Jacky Landow's Entertainers. It was with Harry Clay, however, that they had the 

longest and most fruitful association. Two years after making their first appearance at his Bridge Theatre the couple 

were ideally positioned to take advantage of Clay's considerably expanded circuit. This comprised, in addition to the 

annual Queensland tour and revived Sydney suburban circuit, a fortnight-long South-West NSW tour (up to 13 towns 

situated along the railway line which ran west through Katoomba and then south to Wagga Wagga and Albury). 

Although mostly associated with Clay between 1915 and 1919, Slavin and Thompson occasionally appeared with other 

organisations, including Holland and St John (1916), Harry Sadler (1917) and Will Robey (1917).  It was during this 

period, too, that the revusical genre began to emerge as a popular variety attraction, and in Art Slavin it found an 

enthusiastic writer/diector. Indeed, over the 1916-18 period only Arthur Morley could be said to have perhaps written 

and produced more revues for Harry Clay. In 1917 Slavin and Thompson made the first of two back to back tours of 

Queensland for Clay. According to reviews in most centres a highlight of each season was Arthur Morley's revusical 

Dockum Street, Woolloomooloo. As the Toowoomba Chronicle records:  
 

As comedy waiters, Messrs Art Slavin and Bert Desmond caused endless amusement by their many interludes 

and quaint sayings, as an Irishman and as a Jew, and their topical song "1999," was most humorous. Mr Slavin's 

"cards" were responsible for a deal of laughter and interest... Slavin and Thompson (old Toowoomba favourites) 

had the audience with them the whole time they were on the stage, and blended patter, gags and paradoxical 

fragments harmoniously" (2 July 1917, 7). 
 

Between tours Slavin and Thompson worked Clay's Sydney and NSW circuits. Australian Variety notes in January that 

"Slavin and Thompson [are] good people at all times; [they do] excellent work in the revue, and later on the programme 

is strengthened by their turn; good cross patter, and original vocal numbers, with added praise for the parodies from Art 

Slavin" (18 Jan. 1918, n. pag.). The following month a Theatre critic wrote: "The features of the first part revue, Three 

Thousand Miles a Minute, are Art Slavin's staggersome make-up as a spiritualist, with big goggle eyes and a profusion 

of red, curly hair.... Mr Slavin is the life and soul of the revue" (Feb. 1918, 41). 

 1918 also saw Slavin manage the last of Clay's Queensland tours for almost a decade, with the Spanish Flu 

epidemic of 1918/19 forcing the company to cancel its 1919 tour - the first time since 1901, the year Clay began 

sending troupes through the state.
70

 The epidemic was so bad at one stage that Slavin wrote a little light relief which 

Australian Variety duly published in its 11 October 1918 issue: 
  

"Slavin's Spasm" 
 

Everybody's got the "Flu" 

At-choo! At-choo! At-choo! 

I'm trying to write this verse for - 

At-choo! At-choo! At-choo! 

Don't miss Clay's laughter show this week 

If you’re feeling sad or blue 

It's no darned good, I can't write more, 

At-choo! At-choo! At-choo!  (17) 
 

                                                           
70   With his NSW expansion taking up his time and competition from film more fierce Clay permanently ended his association with Queensland. 

Only two more tours of the state were mounted after this. The first was in 1927, two years after Clay's death, and the last in 1929 (with Roy Rene). 
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For the 1918 tour Art Slavin was handed the duties of producer and tour manager and as such he staged several of his 

own revues, including the highly popular Casey's Ashes. The 1918 tour was also run with the assistance of Wally 

Edwards, who acted as business manager. The extent to which Slavin was regarded in the industry can be seen in a 

Northern Miner review of the company's Charters Towers season: "The first portion of the evening’s entertainment was 

devoted to an extremely funny revue [by Art Slavin] which provided a constant simmer of merriment.... Slavin and 

Thompson's comedy patter work was another feature of the performance" (26 June 1918, 3). Two months later, having 

just returned to Clay's Sydney circuit, Australian Variety reflected:  
 

An Energetic Producer: - Art Slavin is a paragon of excellence in stage management, and the manner in which he 

conducts rehearsals. There is no time lost in idling around, but he gets to work right away. Furthermore, he uses 

no aggressive methods, but gets more done by his genteel methods (30 Aug. 1918, 7). 
 

The magazine later wrote a similarly glowing review: "Slavin and Thompson are a riot nightly; the former's parodies are 

with out doubt, excellent; and the latter is a dainty and polished artist, who always renders assistance towards making 

the turn a success" (18 Oct. 1918, 11). The Theatre was equally impressed with the Slavin line of work on Clay time, 

reporting in its February 1919 issue: "Besides writing a lot of the Slavin-Thompson songs and patter, Mr Slavin was, at 

the time these lines were written, supplying Mr Clay with a second-half revue that made in all seventeen for that 

manager, from his clever, resourceful pen" (Feb. 1919, n. pag).  

Sometime around 1919/1920 Slavin and Thompson left Harry Clay's circuit, and while there remains a significant 

gap in their careers as far as the research for this thesis is concerned they are believed to have continued playing 

throughout Australia and New Zealand during the first half of the 1920s, much of it apparently on the Fullers circuit. In 

this respect the Theatre reports in 1923 that "Slavin and Thompson, a very pleasing lady and smart comedian put over a 

fine offering. The lady sings ballads, which the comedian himself wrote" (TT: Oct. 1923, 18). 

 In 1924 the pair returned to Clay's on a more permanent basis, with Slavin being known to have produced a 

number of revues for the company that year, including The Winning Ticket (ca. Sept/Oct), and his ever-popular 

Casey's Ashes (c Nov.). Of that production the Theatre records: "The revue is entrusted to Art Slavin's direction, and he 

and his many lady and gentlemen confederates supply plenty of amusement in song, dance and jokelet. A word of praise 

is due to the careful manner in which these revues are mounted" (Dec. 1924, 17). Slavin continued to present shows for 

Clay's during the following year. In a review of one of his Princess Theatre productions a Theatre critic wrote: "Art 

Slavin's revue company is going strong with plenty of variety in The Wags (Mar. 1925, 17).  

 As is the case with a number of other performers presented in this Appendix there has not been a great deal 

located with regard to Slavin and Thompson from 1925 onwards. Although their last professional engagement located 

to date was with the Fullers in Melbourne (Bijou Theatre) around September 1925, the couple would have more than 

likely continued to appear on the Australian variety stage for a number of years after this. The following piece, an 

example of Art Slavin's patter, was published in the Theatre: 
 

Life is like a game of cards. We all take a hand in the game. The barber cuts, the shopkeeper deals, and the old 

maid goes alone. She tries to get a partner; but nobody will prop; and she’s euchred every time. The butcher plays 

a plucky game. He plays for a good stake, and never loses his block. A baker never plays for fun, he always needs 

the dough. The navvy plays spades, and the sport plays clubs. The lover plays hearts; but he often has to use 

diamonds to take a trick. A little baby always reminds me of cards. The baby’s the little joker, and his mother’s 

the queen of trumps. If the little joker plays a crook game his mother takes him up, puts him across her lap, raises 

the right bower, and trumps the ace (Feb. 1919, n. pag.). 
 
MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 

FUN ON A RANCH  [revusical] Txt. Art Slavin; Mus. [n/e] (1916);   CASEY'S ASHES  [revusical] Txt. Art Slavin; Mus. [n/e] (1917);  BRISKET 

BOXED  [revusical] Txt. Art Slavin; Mus. [n/e] (1918);  DOOLAN'S BIGHT  [revusical] Txt. Art Slavin; Mus. [n/e] (1918);  HALF PAST 

TWENTY-EIGHT  [revusical] Txt. Art Slavin; Mus. [n/e] (1918);  SOCK THE KAISER  [revusical] Txt. Art Slavin; Mus. [n/e] (1918);  THIRTY 

THOUSAND MILES A MINUTE  [revusical] Txt. Art Slavin; Mus. [n/e] (1918);  ARTILLERYMAN WINS  [revusical] Txt. Art Slavin; Mus. [n/e] 

(1919);  AFTER THE SHOW  [revusical] Txt. Art Slavin; Mus. [n/e] (1919);  BOARDERS AND  BALLETS  [revusical] Txt. Art Slavin; Mus. [n/e] 
(1919);  HOTEL DE BONG (aka HOTEL BON BONS) [revusical] Txt. Art Slavin; Mus. [n/e] (1919);  KUTE KIDS  [revusical] Txt. Art Slavin; 

Mus. [n/e] (1919);  THE WINNING TICKET  [revusical] Txt. Art Slavin; Mus. [n/e] (1924);  THE WAGS  [revusical] Txt. Art Slavin; Mus. [n/e] 

(1925). 

 

 

 

GEORGE SORLIE 
 

Theatre entrepreneur, dancer, singer, trick cycling, baton twirler, actor, comic.  Born George Brown 
Sorlie on 7 February 1885 in Liverpool, England. Having grown up in Melbourne and Kalgoorlie Sorlie 
moved to Sydney c 1903 looking to find work as a professional variety performer. One of his earliest 
engagements was with Harry Clay (ca. 1903). Over the next decade he was associated with Harry 

Rickards (c 1905), James Brennan (ca. 1907), J. C. Bain (1912-14), Bert Howard (ca. 1915), and was 
the elected president of the Australian Vaudeville Artists Federation (1913-14). Sorlie found much 
success in a partnership with Billy C. Brown (ex-Hugo’s Buffalo Minstrels) on the Fullers circuit 

between 1914 and 1917. He married Grace Florence Stewart in 1915. Following Brown's return to 
America in 1916 Sorlie went back to performing a solo act, finding regular work with Beck and 
Howard and later just Bert Howard for much of 1917. During the years 1918 and 1919 Sorlie worked 
largely on Harry Clay's Sydney circuit, but from the early 1920s onwards he concentrated on touring 

his own companies under canvas. Over the next two decades established himself as Australia's "Tent 
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Show King," staging musical comedies, pantomimes, vaudeville and drama productions around the 
country year in and year out. His entrepreneurial activities also included city-based operations. 
During his career, Sorlie contributed regularly to a number of theatre magazines, as correspondent, 
anecdotist and industry observer. He also recorded a number of songs for the Parlophone label in the 

later 1920s. George Sorlie died on the 19th June 1948, leaving behind his wife, who continued to 
tour (with Bobby Le Brun) for the next decade or so. 

 

 In an industry which required of its work force the ability to multitask, George Sorlie was with little doubt one of 

the most versatile. In addition to his principal comedy routine he could perform with expertise almost anything that was 

required. Dancing, acting, singing and juggling were just part of his overall repertoire of skills.  He was also a noted 

trick cyclists and held three gold medals for "manipulating the baton," an act he did to great applause in the Anzac Day 

march of 1918 (27 Apr. 1918, n. pag). Sorlie's historical status today is largely that of Australia's leading tent showman. 

As with others of his era, those like Nat Phillips, Jim Gerald, Stanley McKay and George Wallace, George Sorlie's 

considerable reputation and achievements during his lifetime have found very little recognition from historians. Even 

that which currently passes as an historical account requires further investigation as much of it erroneous. 

 The son of Frederick Sorlie and Sarah Jane (nee Rodick) George Sorlie was of West Indian ancestry. The family 

migrated to Australia, settling first in Melbourne. Following the death of his father, Sorlie and his mother moved to 

Perth. From an early age he attempted to help support them both by busking and appearing in local vaudeville 

programs. By 1896 Sorlie was supporting his mother by singing in bars, halls and on the streets of Kalgoorlie during 

that district's goldrush period.
71

 Although precise details on Sorlie's early professional career are scarce it appears that 

he moved to Sydney sometime around 1903, picking up work with Harry Clay during his off-Queensland season (ca. 

Oct-February). Several accounts of Sorlie's movements around this period, which were published from the mid-1970s 

onwards, confuse the issue somewhat due to errors of recall and grammar. Charles Norman, for example, records that 

his old friend the "white Rajah" (as he was often called) joined Clay's when he first got to Sydney but incorrectly refers 

to the Newtown Bridge Theatre as the place where Sorlie first opened (Clay did not build open the Bridge Theatre until 

1913). Prior to building his own theatre Clay leased St George's Hall one night a week in order to present his shows for 

the Newtown audiences. This entry demonstrates that Norman's book tends on several confuse his own memories (some 

of which are second hand reportage) with information presented in published sources such as Bruce Carroll's Australian 

Stage Album. In this respect, for example, Norman has erroneously collapsed St George's Hall and the Bridge Theatre 

(the venue he himself played at often during the mid-1920s) into one. An accurate record is not provided by Carroll 

either, because in referring to the venue with a capital "T" he specifically implies the Bridge Theatre - rather than 

another Newtown-based theatre. As Carroll writes: 
 

In 1903, 18 year old George Sorlie faced the acid test of a one-night stand before the audience of Harry Clay's 

Newtown Theatre, where those who paid sixpence to sit in the gods had an unerring aim as they dispatched soft 

tomatoes and overripe eggs towards performers who failed to please them. When he had finished and no missiles 

came, veteran trouper Ted Tutty told him; "Boy you have been accepted by the most critical audience in 

Australia" (88). 
 

It is believed that George Sorlie maintained an association with Clay for at least two years, and may well have 

continued to play brief engagements on an irregular basis over the decade. Interestingly, during that period he did not 

tour Clay's NSW/Queensland circuit. This indicates that he was finding on-going work on other circuits in Sydney and 

elsewhere at that time. In early 1905, for example, he made his first appearance at the Cremorne Theatre in Perth for 

Leonard Davis in a company that included Sam Gale and his wife Myra James, Sam Rowley and Albert Lucas. 

Described as "the Great American Coon Impersonator," Sorlie's act was well received - particularly his plate-spinning 

(WA: 11 Feb. 1905, 1). By July he was with Will Wallace's Waxworks Company on their tour of Queensland, again 

with the Gales (and their daughter Sadie). Advertising in the Northern Miner indicates that the company had come 

direct from Melbourne (1 July 1905, 1). Following that tour Sorlie secured an engagement with Frank M. Clark at the 

Gaiety Theatre (Melb), making his first appearance with the company on 11 November.  

 The claims by Peter Spearritt, Bruce Carroll and Charles Norman that Sorlie joined Harry Rickards circuit in 1905 

(18), working in his Tivoli and National Theatres as a cornerman, might well have some basis, but as yet no record has 

been uncovered during the survey undertaken for this project. Furthermore, his other commitments throughout that year 

indicate that any Rickards engagement would have been relatively brief. The only specific details pertaining to Sorlie's 

career between 1906 and 1910 located to date are for an unidentified season in Hobart sometime around 22 September 

1906 and a "reappearance after a lengthy absence" for Ted Holland's management at the Theatre Royal (Bris) beginning 

21 September 1907 (BC: 23 Sept. 1907, 2). Spearitt's entry in the Australian Dictionary of Biography indicates also that 

he was with James Brennan sometime that same year.   

 George Sorlie's appearance at the Tivoli (Syd) on 5 February 1910, as mentioned earlier was more than likely not 

his first with Harry Rickards. The positioning of his name on the bill further suggests that Sorlie had been with the 

company for some period prior to that date. He remained with the Sydney company until late March and then 

transferred to Melbourne for Rickards' show at the Opera House (2 Apr.). His act was by this stage being referred to as 

dancing and plate spinning. Among his fellow performers around this period were Les Warton, Johnny Gilmore, Con 

Moreni and the Huxhams. By August Sorlie was off the Rickards circuit and back performing with Harry Clay on his 

suburban circuit, which included the Royal Standard (Castlereagh St). He made his debut with the company that month 

                                                           
71  Another youngster to develop his performance skills in Kalgoorlie during the 1890s was Jack "Dinks" Paterson, who later found fame with 

George Wallace as Dinks and Oncus. 



 

 849 

 

 

on the corner as an endman (27 Aug.). The following year he was contracted to James Brennan, with his engagement 

including a season at Brisbane's Theatre Royal with Brennan's Vaudeville Players (20 Nov.). 

 Sorlie's association with J. C. Bain is believed to have begun early in 1912, as the Sydney Morning Herald reports 

that he was already touring Bain's Sydney circuit by 11 May. Although no further details have been located concerning 

his precise movements that year, Eric Reade claims that Sorlie won third place in a "funny man competition" run by 

film exhibitor, Cousens Spencer. The featurettes, writes Reade, ranged from "The Crazy Barber" to "The Hobo on 

Wheels" (68). He continued with Bain's Vaudeville Entertainers on a regular basis throughout 1913 and 1914, while 

occasionally taking up brief engagements with other companies. He is recorded performing on Bain's circuit in March, 

May, July, August and September that year, which led the Theatre to suggest in its August issue that both he and Con 

Moreni had become institutions at the Princess Theatre. The same review provides some further details of his stage 

work:   
 

Mr Sorlie receives a "staggering" blow from Olive Robinson. As he rises dizzily from the floor Mr Sorlie 

addresses the audience thus: - "I done my best, gentlemen; but weight will tell." As the fleshy Olive must scale 

something like twelve stone, the audience are not slow in seeing the joke; and a hearty laugh invariably follows 

(29). 
 

Sorlie is believed to have taken a break from Bain's management around late October/early November 1912, with 

newspaper advertisements showing that he appeared on the programmes of Sydney's Star and Oxford theatres during 

that time. By early November he was at the Fullers Bijou Theatre in Melbourne, performing in company that included 

his future partner Billy C. Brown. Although few details of Sorlie's movements are recorded for 1913 by January 1914 

he was once again at the Princess Theatre under Jimmy Bain's management. Australian Variety reports, too, that the 

manager lent Sorlie out to a benefit for vaudeville performer George Dean at the Little Theatre (28 Jan. 1914, 5).  

 1914 was a significant year for George Sorlie. He continued to build his reputation with James Bain's audiences, 

while briefly going on to other management bills. Notable among these other firms was Dix-Baker who contracted 

Sorlie for their Newcastle/Hunter shows around June/July. Prior to this engagement, however, Sorlie had been elected 

to the position of president of the Australian Vaudeville Artists' Federation (A.V.A.F.). Australian Variety notes of his 

appearance in Newcastle at the first ladies Sunday social afternoon at the club-rooms, that he was the hardest worker in 

what was a most successful function (29 July 1914, n. pag.). A few weeks previous the same magazine reported news 

concerning Sorlie's future plans. "The Era Comedy Four will be minus Billy Brown at the expiration of their present 

contract with the Fuller-Brennan management. The comedian will double up with George Sorlie, and if indications are 

anything, these boys are going to clean up with several routines of new and original business" (AV: 8 July 1914, 7). 

Sorlie and Brown made their debut in New Zealand on 14 September 1914 while on tour for the Fullers. By the time 

they returned to Australia the duo had fine-tuned their act to such a degree that audience receptions nightly included 

multiple recalls. By early 1915 their popularity led to them gracing the Australian Variety's 10 February issue. The 

magazine proclaimed later that same year: 
 

Brown and Sorlie the coloured deliverers of the best essence 

of laughology are a scream this week, and during the whole 

time these two dandy performers are on view, the house is 

completely broken up from start to finish. As a double, you 

must hand it to these two boys as one of the best ever that has 

played Melbourne (24 Nov. 1915, 12). 
 

Throughout 1915 Sorlie and Brown contributed a number of articles 

and letters to the two leading industry magazines – The Theatre and 

Australian Variety. Sorlie contributed his views on current issues (see 

"George Sorlie Writes," 31, for example), while both men wrote 

about their experiences of showbusiness and regional touring for 

Australian Variety's first annual - Sorlie with "Learning his 

Lesson"(n. pag.) and Brown with a two-page article that proclaimed 

that "Showbusiness was No Bed of Roses" (n. pags.). 1915 also saw 

Sorlie marry Grace Stewart. The pair remained together as husband 

and wife and business partners until Sorlie's death some 33 years 

later.  

 While much of Sorlie and Brown's time together over the 

period 1915 to 1917 was spent with the Fullers' company, they were 

on occasion leased out to other companies. In 1915, for example, the 

pair undertook engagements in Brisbane with Holland and St John 

(ca. Feb.), toured Birch and Carroll's Queensland circuit (ca. 

Mar/Apr.), and appeared with Dix-Baker at Newcastle (ca. Dec.). 

That same year they worked on a Fullers bill while playing 

Fremantle and Perth (ca. Aug) and Melbourne (ca. May).  

 
 

Sorlie and Brown 

Australian Variety 27 Jan. (1915), n. pag. 
(Courtesy of the Mitchell Library) 

1916 began for Sorlie and Brown where the previous year had left off. Australian Variety described them as the 

"finest pair of coloured performers since the days of Pope and Sayles," reporting that the immaculate Sorlie and his 

direct antithesis in dress, "Rastus" Brown, had got their offering down to a fine art (5 Jan. 1916, n. pag.). The Theatre 
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went even further, proposing that "greater favourites than they have become have seldom been seen on the Australia 

stage" (Feb. 1916, 47). They toured New Zealand beginning February, returning to Australia in late June. The following 

month, having played a brief season in Sydney, the pair left for Adelaide's Majestic Theatre (Adelaide), followed by a 

three month season at the Empire Theatre in Brisbane. By all accounts the partnership may well have continued for 

much longer than its two and a bit years, and possibly even rivalled Roy Rene and Nat Phillips for the tile of most 

popular comic duo of the war years. Brown is reported to have had no desire to return to America, but was forced to 

when the Alien Restriction Act was enacted by the government (AV: 13 Dec. 1916, n. pag.). The two men were afforded 

a full-page photographic spread in Australian Variety's 29 December issue shortly before the unwanted split. 

Interestingly, while forewarning the public that the partnership was soon to end, both Australian Variety and the Theatre 

also reported that Sorlie had recently become "a partner in the fine and up-to-date fruit shop at the corner of Elizabeth 

and King Streets." Variety went on to note, too, that he was likely to confine himself to [that] industry now that Bill 

Brown is going back to America" (13 Dec. 1916, n. pag.).
72

 Brown is believed to have left Australia sometime in the 

next few months, spending much of the mid-year in New Zealand prior to heading back to the United States (see His 

Majesty's Theatre, Wellington ca. May-June).
73

 

1917 saw Sorlie take up engagements with Beck and Howard circuit around the middle of the year, followed by a 

contract with Bert Howard after two managers parted ways. This engagement lasted almost eight months. During that 

time, however, he is known to have played engagements with Harry Sadler (Princess Theatre) and Harry Clay, as 

evidenced by the following review of his turn at Bridge Theatre in October 1917: 
 

George Sorlie is 'some swell' in his evening dress, and his rendering of 'Gungapin' (sic) was an eye-opener to 

many, who never thought George could do it to such big success. His number, 'How I Beat Jack Johnson' (written 

by Ralph Weekes - Clay's drummer and arranger) was a winner (AV: 26 Oct. 1917, n. pag.). 
 

After finishing up with Howard sometime in late January 1918 Sorlie returned to Clay's, remaining with the company 

throughout most of the year, albeit with brief engagements for other managements, notably including Bert Howard. 

Reviews from 1918 mostly extolled Sorlie's act, as the following reports demonstrate: 
 

George Sorlie created quite a sensation on Anzac Day. He was leading the musician's band. Dressed in full 

uniform, he cut a dashing figure, and his work with the baton was of great interest to all who witnessed his 

performance (AV: 3 May 1918, 4). 
 

George Sorlie is easily the first part hit at the Princess (Railway Square). He had to sing five songs on April 20. A 

tuneful voice and an invigorating style are the means - or mostly so - through which Mr Sorlie succeeds in doing 

the trick (TT: May 1918, 33). 
 

Harry Clay and George Sorlie made quite a hit at the Princess Theatre last Saturday, when they did a double 

dance (AV: 10 May 1918, 3). 
 

Not all critics were enamoured with his performance, however: 
 

George Sorlie ("The Chocolate Soldier") is over-confident. He thinks he has the audience captivated 

before he opens his lips, or without doing anything to first win their approval. Mr Sorlie is a good 

performer. But he is by no means so great that he can affect the cocksure attitude he took the night I 

heard him (TT: Mar. 1918, 33). 
 

 The reputation and experience Sorlie had by then gained was obviously appreciated by Harry Clay who kept him 

on at his two major venues, the Princess and Bridge theatres on a permanent basis, as the June 1918 issue of the Theatre 

reports (29). Indeed, the same magazine reports in its December issue that he had played the Princess and Bridge 

theatres for fifty weeks straight (32). Several times during his association with Clay reference was made to his de facto 

producer role, assisting less experienced performers and involving himself in many facets of the operation. The Theatre 

records, for instance that "at times his help towards the show is of a general nature, and he frequently assists a weak 

offering in a quiet but effective manner" (June 1919, 25).  Australian Variety noted, too, that "besides being a very bit 

hit on the programme [Sorlie] is a great help to the artists in their numbers. Often when a turn is falling flat, George 

comes along with a little comedy during the song, which turns the number from failure, to one of the successes of the 

bill" (16 Aug. 1918, 11). The Theatre provides further insight into Sorlie's relationship with his audience: 
 

If you can stand it I’ll sing it!" It was the retort of George Sorlie to a crowded house that clamoured for "Four and 

Nine" after he had already responded to no less than three recalls. "We're used to it," interposed someone in the 

audience. Said Mr Sorlie, "You ought to be." After a pause he added. "If there's anybody here who hasn’t heard 

me sing it will he please stand up?" For a joke someone did, because for so long has Mr Sorlie been giving "Four 

and Nine" that it's inconceivable there is among Harry Clay's thousands of Sydney patrons one who hasn't heard 

of George's rendering of it - again and again. To the person standing up Mr Sorlie remarked amidst laughter, 

"There's a medal for you in the office." The song has assuredly never had in Australia the equal of Mr S. as a 

singer of it. Hence his sensational success in the clever, tuneful, humorous lines (Feb. 1919, 27). 
 

 

                                                           
72      See also TT: Jan. 1917, 49. 
73     A letter from Brown while en route to America was published in the 26 October 1917 issue of Australian Variety. 
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Considered one of the industry's leading personalities, not all of Sorlie's press coverage over the years was related to his 

on stage performances. 
 

For some time, George Sorlie has bet various sums that he could stand in his shop and tell the destination of 

various trams long before they got within his direct line of vision. At times he almost cleared the rent, as well as 

cleaning out his friends. But the secret is out. George sees the reflection of the destination-board in the shop 

opposite his, so now a fine source of revenue is no more (AV: 1 Aug. 1919, 2). 
 

 There is some confusion as to when George Sorlie began operating his famous travelling tent show. Brian Carroll, 

in the Australian Stage Album claims that he and his wife "scrapped together every penny they had [in 1917] and 

brought out Philip Lytton's travelling tent show" (88). A 1977 "Historical Feature" on Sorlie, published in the Daily 

Mirror recycles much of Carroll's account adding further to the story. Writing eight years after Carroll, Charles 

Norman's memory also appears to support most of Carroll's claims, except that he claims that Sorlie's tent show career 

began as early as 1914. Peter Spearitt's 1990 entry in the Australian Dictionary of Biography accepts most of these 

accounts, and in particular the details surrounding Sorlie's supposed purchase of Lytton's business in 1917 (and his 

opening shows at Wagga). Spearrit even repeats word for word Carroll's claims regarding Sorlie's opening season of 

productions - which are said to have included his original play My Pal Ginger. Although Norman doesn't specifically 

identify that work as having been one of Sorlie's early productions, both Carroll and Spearitt do. The problem for 

Carroll and Spearett is that their claims concerning that play are eleven years too early. Evidence contradicting these 

accounts can be seen in the 12 September1928 issue of Everyone's, which records: "George Sorlie's company will 

commence a season with a new Australian play, My Pal Ginger, at the Grand Opera House, Sydney on September 22. 

Sorlie, in his enthusiasm, predicts that this production will prove as big a winner as On Our Selection" (45). 

 Given a closer examination, too, Norman's version is clouded by suggestions of erroneous plagiarism in that he 

also repeats Carroll word for word, despite having first given the reader the impression that the account is entirely his 

own recall.
74

 Although Norman's memoirs were published some eight years after Carroll's, there is the possibility that 

he provided the initial information to Carroll (which would negate any plagiarism charges). This cannot be verified, 

however, as Carroll doesn't cite his sources. The similarities between both accounts, in addition to the number of errors 

on the part of both authors (as well as Spearitt), do propose however that none are suitable sources of historically 

accurate information. A further problem here is that their information continues to be recycled as fact even in 

prestigious publications as the Companion to Theatre in Australia.
75

 Indeed, most of Carroll's version of Sorlie's life 

requires re-examination as he appears to have relied mostly on second hand accounts rather than basing his research on 

primary sources. An example of this can be seen in his claim that Sorlie "soon teamed up with Billy Brown, a brilliant 

ad lib comedian, and one of Rickards' stars" (88) after having transferred to Rickards from Clay's circuit in 1905. The 

problem here is that not only did Sorlie and Brown not team up until some nine years later, but there is no evidence 

supporting the claim that Brown ever worked for Rickards or Tivoli Theatres Ltd. In no articles on Brown in Australian 

Variety or the Theatre (or even in interviews with him) is an association between Brown and Rickards mentioned. 

Indeed, in the article titled "Goodbye Billy," the Theatre writes, "[Brown] originally came here with Hugo's Minstrels. 

With the disbandment of that combination - a matter of only a few months after being in Australia  - Mr Brown got a 

show with Ben J. Fuller and has been on the Fuller circuit ever since. First he appeared under the Fuller management 

with the Era Comedy Four" (49). 

 The issue surrounding when Sorlie first began touring his tent show is further problematised by three key issues. 

First, as this entry shows, Sorlie's commitments to other managements between 1917 and mid-1919 can be shown to 

have been significant. Being engaged by Bert Howard (including Beck and Howard) for more than eight months in 

1917 and by Harry Clay for almost a year (ca.1918), it is improbable that he found time to tour his own company. A 

second piece of evidence is the 1 August 1919 report in Australian Variety (see above) which further suggests that not 

only did his fruit shop business take up much of his off-stage time, and but that it also required him to remain in Sydney 

on a more or less permanent basis. It appears that the furtherest Sorlie travelled from his home base between 1917 and 

1919 on a professional basis was Newcastle.  

 The second issue is that if Sorlie had indeed bought out Philip Lytton's show in 1917 as both Carroll and Norman 

indicate, why was he working for Lytton (or with him) in 1920? A brief par in the 16 April 1920 issue of Australian 

Variety indicates in this respect: "George Sorlie and Phillip Lytton's panto is at Bathurst" (n. pag.).  That same company 

also toured regional Queensland around June/July that year (see Maryborough ca. June; Rockhampton ca. June/July). 

Although Lytton's name is initially associated with the Queensland tour, by the time the company returned to Sydney in 

early September it appears that Sorlie was in sole control. Australian Variety reports in its 10 September issue, for 

example, that "George Sorlie [was] back in Sydney after a "highly successful tour up North with his pantomime 

company." These pieces of evidence suggest that Sorlie had teamed up with Lytton sometime between ca June 1919 

(his last known association with Harry Clay) and April 1920, and that a deal was struck between the two men for Sorlie 

to buy out the show and run it as his own concern. As Sorlie's name is given increasing prominence by the time of the 

Queensland tour, it is quite possible that this deal became official either by that time or shortly thereafter. Even though 

                                                           
74      Norman states in When Vaudeville was King: "I had the pleasure of working with him but once, in Adelaide in 1945… In our dressing room 

chats he often talked about his beginnings" (62-4). Norman's account from this point on closely mirrors Carroll's, in many places word for word.  

Interestingly, although Spearitt also replicates Carroll's claims virtually word for word, he does not indicate that publication as a source. Furthermore, 
of the primary sources he does cite, none are from the period 1917 to 1928.  
75     See Victoria Chance's entry on Sorlie in the Companion to Theatre in Australia, which similarly repeats almost word for word Carroll's 

original errors. 
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Sorlie was by then running his own touring company, he nevertheless undertook at least one last variety engagement 

with another management in 1920, this being with Bert Howard (see the Coronation Theatre, Leichhardt ca. Sept/Oct.).  

 The third issue supporting this re-evaluation of the Sorlie history is that there is simply no record of him touring a 

tent show prior to 1920 in either the Theatre or Australian Variety. Supporting this argument is a letter Sorlie wrote to 

the Theatre in 1922 when he reports on his arrival in the thriving mining town of Broken Hill, by then a regular stop 

over by any company touring regional NSW, that he was opening a stock drama season there for ten weeks (beginning 

14 Oct.). "We are the first moving [dramatic] theatre outfit to ever visit Broken Hill," writes Sorlie. It is highly 

improbable that Sorlie would have by-passed the town with his travelling tent show had he been operating since 1917 

(or 1914 as Norman suggests). In this respect it is very likely that Norman's memory has collapsed Sorlie with another 

prominent tent showman of the time, Stanley McKay, who was touring pantomime and Shakespeare around Australia 

under canvas as early as 1910 (see McKay entry for further details). 

 George Sorlie's involvement in variety entertainment from 1920 onwards was limited, despite the 1977 Daily 

Mirror's grossly inaccurate claim that he was the first entrepreneur to tour vaudeville in the bush (30)  - another 

example of how easily the media can latch on to inaccuracies in the historical record and effectively reinvent Australia 

history. Although Sorlie effectively moved away from vaudeville with his tent show operations, he nevertheless toured 

musical comedies on a regular basis, and often employed artists with backgrounds in vaudeville. Sorlie's reputation 

from this point onwards, then, is as a purveyor of largely legitimate theatre - not melodrama as the Mirror also claims, 

as melodrama had become passé several decades previous (30). In the early 1930s, however, he made a return to variety 

entertainment by forming the George Sorlie Vaudeville and Revue Co. One of the earliest engagements undertaken by 

the troupe was a season at His Majesty's Theatre, Brisbane (7 Nov. 1931 - 2 Jan. 1932). Featuring the talents of 

seasoned performers like Arthur Morley, Bert Desmond, Sam Stern, Yvonne Banyard and Percy Mackay, the troupe 

presented a first part vaudeville programme followed by a second part revusical. Among the productions staged were 

two of Arthur Morley's revusicals from 1915 (On the Sands and Not a Word to the Wife) and his new pantomime, 

Mother Grundy. The troupe, this time billed as George Sorlie's Musical Revue Co, played a season at Sydney's Grand 

Opera House in early 1932, with several of Bert Desmond's revusicals being staged. 

Although Sorlie's movements over the course of his career are far to extensive to be included in this overview, 

suffice it to say, he continued to maintain a considerable presence in the country through until his death in 1948. Even 

then his legacy of taking theatre to the wider Australian community continued under the management of his protégé 

Bobby Le Brun and widow Grace until the early 1960s. Certainly the strength of his ensemble during the early years 

(c1920-mid-1930s) and his perseverance in overcoming the countless obstacles put in his way, helped establish his 

reputation as an iconic travelling showman. It should be remembered, however, that Sorlie did not confine himself only 

to regional centres. Everyone's notes in 1924, for example, that after eight months absence the company made a very 

welcome return to Balmain, playing under canvas on a vacant block in Darling Street. "On his previous season in that 

suburb Mr Sorlie had achieved a most enviable distinction, both in his personal and professional capacities… an 

indication of the popularity of the George Sorlie Musical and Dramatic Company is evidenced in the capacity audience 

that greeted [them]" (22 Oct. 1924, 36). 

 During the mid-to-late 1920s Sorlie regularly contributed articles to the industry magazines, often putting forward 

his opinions about various showbusiness related issues (see below). Some articles were inspired by his overseas travels, 

one such time being in early 1928. Not all of his comments were viewed positively, however, with several of his articles 

being taken to task in later issues by individuals who saw things from a different perspective. He is also known to have 

released a number of songs during the late 1920s on the Parlophone record label. In October 1928, for example, he 

recorded "Everything is Rosy Down in Georgia" (Russ Johnston) and "Just like a Melody out of the Sky (Walter 

Donaldson).  The following month he recorded four more songs, "Beautiful," "Angela," "Get out and Get Under the 

Moon" and "Ten Little Miles from Town." All were apparently accompanied by piano only. 

Interestingly, a rumour began circulating around North Queensland in 1929 that Sorlie had died. Several 

newspapers, including the Northern Miner, were called upon to refute the rumour prior to Sorlie's imminent mid-year 

tour of the north by letting people know that his lengthy absence from the region was due to an extended overseas trip 

(11 July 1929, 3).  
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ARTHUR TAUCHERT 
 

Endman, comic, singer, acrobat, film actor. Arthur John McCormack Tauchert was born in 1877 at 

Waterloo (Syd) to Frederick and Norah Tauchert.  His sister, Ida Tauchert (aka Ida Rosslyn), was a 
well-known minstrel singer from the 1890s onwards and also the wife of Jack '"Porky'" Kearns. While 
Arthur Tauchert's career on the professional variety stage most likely began in the late 1890s, his 

earliest appearance located so far was in 1907, when he appeared at the Theatre Royal (Bris) under 
the management of Ted Holland. His career between 1907 and 1914 saw him also associated with 
James Brennan, J. C. Bain, Dix-Baker (Newcastle) and Harry Clay among others. Tauchert 
maintained a regular association with Clay up until 1919, touring Queensland for his company in 

1915. Although he mostly presented a specialist solo act, at various times during his career Tauchert 
teamed up with other comics, including Albert McKisson (ex-McKisson and Kearns), Bert Corrie, Ted 
Tutty and Ern Delavale. After appearing in several motion pictures beginning in 1916 he secured the 
lead role (Bill) in the hugely successful film The Sentimental Bloke (1919), an Australian film based 

on the poems by C.J. Dennis. His performance in that film saw him become one of Australia's first 
movie stars. He appeared in a number of films over the next decade, including Ginger Mick (1920), 

but with the demise of vaudeville and the arrival of the new talkie stars, Tauchert's career effectively 
ended by the late 1920s. He died in poverty in 1933. 

 

 A leading vaudeville performer who became one of Australia's first film stars, Arthur Tauchert's career on the 

variety stage also saw him work with virtually every leading management operating in Australia at the time. Renowned 

mainly for his comic turns and fine tenor voice (he specialised in Irish songs and divers' ditties), he was also known to 

perform acrobatics, including neck and shoulder somersaults. An Australian Variety review of his stage turn in 1914 

provides a brief insight into both his performance and reception: "Arthur Tauchert, the man in the black suit, brown suit, 

white suit, and not forgetting the purple vest, simply holds the theatre as he likes. By the way he is received, it looks as 

if he is going to be a landmark at Clay's for some considerable time" (20 May 1914, n. pag.). Despite his considerable 

reputation and eventual film-star status, almost nothing of Arthur Tauchert's early life and career up until 1907 has been 

identified at this stage apart from some basic birth details. Furthermore, his life and career after the mid-late 1920s also 

remains a mystery. 

What can be surmised from details located to date is that Tauchert most likely entered the variety profession in the 

mid-late 1890s through the influence of his older sister, Ida.
76

 His first appearance in Brisbane was in late November 

1907 when he appeared on Ted Holland's bill at the Theatre Royal (Bris). The Brisbane Courier wrote of this occasion: 

"Mr Arthur Tauchert, another of the great army of eccentric comedians also made his initial bow to Brisbane with the 

results satisfactory to himself and the audience. His turns were breezy and laughable throughout" (2 Dec. 1907, 3). No 

details of his career over the next two years have emerged as yet, with his next identified appearance being in early 

1910 (c Mar.) where he was engaged by James Brennan to play the National Amphitheatre in Sydney. That company 

also included Art Slavin. By this time Tauchert had teamed up his brother-in-law's ex-partner, Albert McKisson, at 

some stage during the interim, and had visited Brisbane at least once during the previous two years. Evidence for this 

comes from the Brisbane Courier, which notes upon his arrival in the Queensland capital in April for Ted Holland that 

Tauchert and McKisson were appearing "after a fairly long absence." The critic goes on to record: "It was soon evident 

that the pair had lost none of the popularity that was theirs on the occasion of their former visit." The review also 

indicates that each comic would appear in a solo turn early in the evening (singing and stand-up), before joining forces 

in the second half to present comedy sketches (18 Apr. 1910, 6). The partnership does not appear to have been a long 

one, however, as McKisson's name does not appear with Tauchert's for either his Harry Clay appearance at the Royal 

Standard (Syd) in mid-September that same year, or when he returned to the National Amphitheatre for James Brennan 

the following month. In terms of his status by this stage of his career Tauchert was working alongside many high-

profile Australian-based performers, often as one of the company principals. Such performers included: Maud Fanning, 

Ted Tutty and Arthur Elliott (Clay's circuit); and Priscilla Verne and Tommy Armstrong, the Driscoll Brothers, Morris 

and "Redhead" Wilson and Florrie and Stella Ranger (Brennan's Theatres). 

 In 1913 Tauchert spent much of the year with J. C. Bain at the Princess Theatre, while also working briefly for 

other managements. He appeared, for example, in Newcastle around October/November for Dix-Baker. 1913 also 

brought with it the birth of his son, Jack.  He was back at Harry Clay's Bridge Theatre (Newtown) the following year, 

briefly forming a partnership with Ern Delavale while his onstage partner Will Gilbert recovered from suffered a serious 

bout of acute sciatica and rheumatism. Australian Variety records in July 1914: "Tauchert has had a varied career with 

several partners, but this is the first time he has entered into a legitimate partnership" (8 July 1914, 13). Their act does 

not appear to have lasted long, however, as Tauchert was back doing solo work and touring his own Refined Vaudeville 

Company by October.  His reputation by then was such that he was able to call on experienced local artists like Lyla 

Thompson, Pearl Smaile, Sutton and Jamieson and Maud Stewart to give the company a good deal of credibility. The 

troupe is known to have toured through the Hunter Valley around October 1914, including a season at Newcastle's 

King's Hall under the management of Dix-Baker. One critic wrote of his act around this period: "Arthur Tauchert... was 

the usual riot; as a knock-about endman he stands alone, some of his falls being almost real" (AV: 21 Oct 1914, n. 

pag.).  

 Back with Harry Clay in early February 1915 Tauchert briefly teamed up with Ted Tutty, one of the entrepreneur's 

longest-serving and most popular comedians. Australian Variety wrote of one of their Bridge Theatre appearances that 

                                                           
76  Frequently billed as "Australia's champion lady dancer and singer," Ida Tauchert (1875-1913), or Rosslyn as she was mostly billed, was a 

regular member of Dan Tracey's minstrel company during the late 1880s and early 1890s. Following her marriage to comedian Jack Kearns, she spent 

some five years with Harry Rickards touring the entrepreneur's Australasian circuit (see Jack Kearns entry for further details). 
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year: "Ted Tutty and Arthur John McCormick Tauchert again supplied the comedy and were the usual scream of the 

bill" (17 Feb. 1915, 3). A month later Tauchert undertook an engagement touring Queensland for Clay. Variety notes 

that he was "the riot of each town [with] his class of business having caught on" (28 Apr. 1915, 3), while the 

Toowoomba Chronicle records: "Arthur Tauchert is a tower of strength in the company. Clever and experienced, his 

'Pilgrims of the Night,' in the first part (with encore) and contributory aid in the second session were heartily enjoyed (6 

Apr. 1915, 6). The Ipswich-based newspaper, the Queensland Times reports a few days later: "Comedian Arthur 

Tauchert in his original song 'Jig-a-Jig' simply brought the house down. He certainly enhanced his already fine 

reputation" (12 Apr. 1915, 7). During the year Tauchert also teamed up with Bert Corrie to put over a popular patter act.  

 Although only a few details regarding Arthur Tauchert's whereabouts between 1916 and 1918 have been located 

to date, it is likely that Harry Clay's considerable circuit expansion throughout Sydney and along the south-west NSW 

railway line would have given him regular employment opportunities. It is believed, too, that he worked on occasion for 

Bert Howard in Sydney (ca. 1916) and at some stage returned to touring his own variety company around Sydney and 

the Hunter Valley. By May 1916 Tauchert had also started to become involved in the local film industry. One of his 

first prominent screen roles, an unidentified film by Jack Galvin, led Australian Variety to call him "the new comedian 

of the movies." The magazine also describes the shooting of one particularly dangerous stunt which nearly resulted in 

the actor's death: 
 

When Arthur Tauchert…. was about to dive into the water (at the water jump) at the Agricultural Ground, when 

somebody told him that the water was over four-feet deep. Allowing for that depth, Arthur took a "header," and 

was lucky he didn't crack his neck as the juice was barely eighteen inches deep! In a subsequent scene, when Jack 

Galvin throws Tauchert and Walter Jamieson out of the Showground, the big fellow (who weighs about 300 lbs) 

walked on Arthur's hand, and broke the fore-finger. Notwithstanding the fact that he was a fit subject for a 

hospital, Tauchert was so enthusiastic over the movie business, and put up such a showing, that it is quite likely 

he will forsake vaudeville for the films (3 May 1916, n. pag.). 
 

Tauchert's big opportunity came in 1918 when Raymond Longford cast him in the lead role of The Sentimental Bloke. 

Shot during the middle of the year, the film was released in early 1919 and received rave reviews for both its production 

and Tauchert's role as Bill "the bloke". One critic even suggested that his acting in the locally-made movie was a 

revelation, going on to say that a "fabulous amount has been offered by a leading theatrical firm for the rights of the 

said film" (AV: 3 Jan. 1919, 4). By the end of the year Tauchert's star was well and truly on the rise with his 

performance in the film roundly praised. Taking advantage of his popularity Harry Clay offered him top billing on his 

Sydney circuit which at that time included the Gaiety and Princess theatres. His Princess Theatre performance led the 

Theatre to record: "Arthur Tauchert with a taking makeup is good in his offering in the first part. As a supposed wild 

Indian he greatly helps along the concluding farce" (June 1919, 25). He also appeared on numerous other bills around 

the country, including Frank Reis's Sydney circuit and Rowley Martin's operations at the Coronation Theatre in 

Leichhardt. The Sentimental Bloke's huge success provided Longford with the incentive to begin production on Ginger 

Mick, which was based on C. J. Dennis's companion poem "The Moods of Ginger Mick." Once again cast as Bill, the 

film became another pivotal career moment for Tauchert and further cemented his reputation around the country as "the 

sentimental bloke." Ginger Mick also saw Tauchert's five-year old son, Jack, make his first film appearance. Tauchert 

appeared in at least eight more films over the course of the next decade, with the more notable being  Jackeroo (1920), 

The Dinkum Bloke (1923), The Digger Earl (1924), and Showgirls Luck (1932, aka Talkie Mad).  

 Despite his heavy film schedule Tauchert continued to perform regularly in vaudeville theatres. Following his 

engagement on Frank Reis's circuit in late 1919 he joined Reg "The Kangaroosta" Thornton's company.  His first 

engagements with the K-Nuts are believed to have been in the New South Wales Blue Mountains in early 1920. The 

troupe then travelled to Melbourne sometime around May. A few months later he and his wife had another child, a 

daughter, with the event being announced in Australian Variety (29 July 1920, 1). By the end of the year he was on the 

bill at the Empire Theatre (Bris). His contract with Fullers is believed to have continued well into 1921. Over the next 

three years Tauchert accepted engagements with various firms, notably Bert Howard. J.C. Bain also secured his services 

as a headline act in October 1924 shortly after opening at Wirth's Sydney Hippodrome. Tauchert was back with Bert 

Howard in early December that year but announced that it would be his farewell as he intended to shortly go into a 

sporting business (E: 3 Dec. 1924, 36; 17 1924, 35). However, this venture does not appear to have eventuated. Indeed, 

not only was he back on Howard's program by the end of the month (E: 31 Dec. 1924, 32), but he also continued to 

entertain the manager's suburban audiences up until early May the following year. He then left for Brisbane to take up a 

role in a film being shot there by Australian Film Productions Ltd (E: 13 May 1925, 37).  

Although he appeared in a number of films up until the early 1930s Arthur Tauchert's employment opportunities 

on the variety stage became more difficult obtain as the industry itself began to collapse under the weight of 

competition from film exhibitors and he fell on hard times. Having tasted success as one of Australia's top entertainers 

and one of its first film stars, Tauchert, like many of his peers, found the post-variety boom years difficult to survive.   

While some, like Jack Cannot, took their own lives, Arthur Tauchert turned to alcohol and eventually became destitute. 

Isadore Brodsky offers an insight into his finals days when recalling the last of Sydney's poverty points (at Marshall's 

corner in Park Street). He writes: "'The Sentimental Bloke,' Arthur Tauchert, faltered at this spot right under the lamp-

post. An old man saw him in his cups on an ill-starred day when he was brimming with pugilism. His challenge went 

out to Griffo, of all people. Griffo stood to one side and chopped him on the jaw. Then he went back to leaning on the 

lamp post" (106-7). Tauchert passed away in 1933, less than a year after appearing in his final film. He was buried in 

Waverley Cemetery.   
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Arthur Tauchert 

Australian Variety 27 May (1914), n. pag. 
(Courtesy of the Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW) 

 

 Although almost no historical attention has been directed at Arthur Tauchert despite the significant part he played 

in Australia's early film industry, it is clear that his contemporaries considered him to be among the country's top 

entertainers. One prominent American singer, Lou London, even said of him: "I consider Arthur Tauchert one of the 

most original individuals I have met; he is also one of the best-dispositioned men I have ever had the pleasure of 

working alongside." London backed his opinion shortly before returning home by giving Tauchert the exclusive 

Australasian rights to all the songs he had worked in Australia, as well as several he had not performed" ("Sentimental 

Bloke Gets Songs" 20).  

Arthur Tauchert's established film credits are: The Sentimental Bloke (1919), Ginger Mick (1920), Jackeroo 

(1920), The Dinkum Bloke (1923), Joe (1924), The Digger Earl (1924), The Moth of Moombi (1926), Odds On 

(1928), Fellers (1930) and Showgirls Luck (1932). He is also said to have written the music that accompanied the 

screenings of Joe.  
 
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

Brodsky, Isadore. Streets of Sydney. (1962), 106-7. 

"Sentimental Bloke." AV: 13 Nov. (1919), n. pag. 

"Sentimental Bloke Gets Songs." E: 12 Oct. (1921), 20. 
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DAN TRACEY 
 

Clog dancer, specialist Irish comic, writer, director, producer, entrepreneur. American born (or 
raised) variety artist Dan Tracey toured with Billy Emerson for some six years before arriving in 

Australia in 1885. After deciding to remain in the country at the end of the Emerson tour, he worked 
for the Cogill brothers, Hugo's Buffalo Minstrels and Harry Rickards before setting up his own 
minstrel company at the Sydney School of Arts (1890-92). During that time he also briefly joined 
forces with Steve Adson, Harry Rickards and Charles Fanning's Concert Company. In 1892 he 

formed a second company to play Melbourne's Gaiety Theatre, and later the same year moved to 
Gaiety Theatre, Sydney. Following another change of venue in Sydney in 1893 (to the Opera House), 
Tracey found the economic conditions in the wake of the depression untenable and was forced to 
close down his operations. He made another entrepreneurial attempt in 1894 (Theatre Royal, Syd) 

but this also folded shortly afterwards. By May that year he was performing on the bill at Harry 
Rickards Tivoli Theatre (Syd). His last known appearance on the Australia stage was in 1897 when 
he appeared with Alf Lawton's All Nation's Company in Brisbane. While Dan Tracey's entrepreneurial 
career in Australia was short, he nevertheless provided opportunities for numerous local variety 

practitioners - many of whom went on to sustain long and high profile careers both at home and 
abroad. 



 

 856 

 

 

 An American renowned as one of the finest exponents of Irish characterisations and witticisms to tour Australia 

during the minstrel era, Dan Tracey was also a specialist clog dancer. He first came to Australia with Billy Emerson in 

1885, having previously spent some six years with the famous American minstrel entrepreneur (much of it possibly 

spent in San Francisco). He is also believed to have undertaken a tour of Great Britain with Emerson prior to arriving in 

Australia. Among the members of Emerson's troupe were Harry and Charles Cogill and Alf Holland who all remained 

in Australia long after Emerson returned to America in 1886. In 1887 Tracey undertook an engagement with the newly 

formed Cogill Brothers company, one of the earliest seasons being undertaken at the Gaiety Theatre (Syd). As one of 

the feature artists Tracey presented his specialty dance act and introduced a new character impersonation "The Irish 

Gentleman" in sketches with Fanny Saroni, Charles Cogill and George A. Jones (SMH: 30 Apr. 1887, 2). He also 

appeared in numerous farces, including Muldoon's Picnic and Smoked Out, and worked briefly in a partnership with 

Frank Stevens, the pair portraying two sons of Erin's Green Isle and introducing songs like "Four-Leaved Shamrock" 

(SMH: 28 May 1887, 2). Joining Charles Hugo's Buffalo Minstrels company sometime during  the following year, 

Tracey met up with another specialist Irish comedian and dancer, Steve Adson, who had by then established himself as 

an minstrel endman, and the pair soon afterwards formed a double act (MP: 28 Dec. 1888, 564). While their 

whereabouts over the next year or so have not yet been established, it is believed that Tracey and Adson temporarily 

terminated their association with Hugo in 1890 to sign on with Harry Rickards - an engagement that included a season 

at Brisbane's Gaiety Theatre (ca. 21 Feb.). The following month, however, they were back with Hugo at the Haymarket 

Palace of Varieties (Syd).  

 Although it has not been establish exactly when Tracey and Adson formed their own company, the time frame can 

be narrowed to a six month period between March and September 1890, the latter month marking their association with 

Harry Rickards' New Musical Comedy and Specialty Company. The double company presented a season of variety and 

minstrel entertainment at Sydney School of Arts, the venue over the next few years would be largely associated with 

Tracey. The Tracey/Adson and Rickards season was only brief, but included several high profile variety celebrities - 

notably Johnny Gilmore, Fred Davys, the Leopold Brothers and Georgie Devoe (later Mrs Charles Fanning). By late 

October Tracey and Adson were back on their own, putting on the entertainment at the Coogee Palace Aquarium (see 

also 8 Nov), and almost a month later leased the School of Arts. Although their partnership was not to last long, it 

certainly does not appear to have been a failure. In this respect all reviews during their time together were highly 

favourable. As specialist dancers (they billed themselves as the "world's Greatest Clog Dancers") and Irish comedians 

Tracey and Adson appeared in the minstrel first half and then presented their specialty in the vaudeville second half, 

along with burlesques and musical comedies like McGowan the Millionaire and The Irish Inspector (SMH: 13 Sept. 

1890, 2).  

 While it is not clear when Tracey and Adson parted ways, the fact that Dan Tracey was being promoted as the 

lessee, and Adson's name was gradually diminishing in importance suggests that the partnership may have been in 

trouble.
77

 The company itself was a strong one, and given the level of expertise this ensured that whoever took control 

could expect strong public support. Among the most prominent names were Will "the Black Diamond" Wallace, Ida 

Tauchert (later Mrs Jack Kearns) and Blanche Montague.  With Alf M. Hazlewood (tenor/character actor) engaged as 

business manager, and ex-Rickards music director, Walter T. Rhodes as band leader, Tracey set about hiring mostly 

locally-based variety artists, many of whom had begun to establish reputations over the previous five or so years.  In 

January 1891 he co-staged a short season of minstrelsy and burlesque with Charles Fanning's Concert Company. The 

combined troupe boasted the talents of Frank York (endman), Arthur Farley (basso) and Bertha Fanning. Ida Tauchert 

was also back the School of Arts, having by then joined the Concert Company. Charles Fanning was also a feature artist 

with Tracey on other occasions that year. When Harry Clay joined the company in May 1891, it was in its 23rd week 

and continuing to maintain a huge following with the Sydney public.  

 One aspect of Tracey's entrepreneurial style to set him apart from his peers was his brash style of promotion. 

Although he started out using traditional advertising techniques, albeit with more bravado, he later invented more 

audacious means of securing interest. In May 1891, for example, he attempted to legitimise his entertainments by 

claiming that they were constantly patronised by "the clerical, medical and legal professions" (SMH: 30 May 1891, 2). 

A few months later he offered "Seats by Auction,' claiming that it was "the only way of satisfying an over-yearning 

audience" (SMH: 11 July 1891, 2). Another of his promotional ideas (presented in 1892) was to stage an all-Female 

Tug of War Contest (SMH: 14 Feb. 1892, 2). By attempting to assert his own stamp of individualism on the local 

industry, and refusing to tone down his style, Tracey raised the ire of his competitors. His success was, however, a 

magnate to local performers who were being given not only increased engagement opportunities but were having their 

profile raised through their association with his operations. 

 Not content to remain bound to the N.S.W. capital, Tracey let the public of both Sydney and Melbourne know in 

early February 1892 that he had become the new lessee of the Melbourne's Gaiety Theatre, and that he fully intended 

his occupation of the venue to be a long one. He opened there on 13 February, while still continuing to operate his 

Sydney venture. The Melbourne enterprise was an immediate success, built very much on the quality of the artists 

engaged - with the debut company including Martyn Hagan and Lucy Fraser, Johnny Matlock, Harry Clay, Frank York, 

the Leslie Brothers, George A. Jones, the Sherwood Sisters, and music director, Carl Reidle. Describing the audiences 

as "packed, jammed, crammed and sardined," Tracey's advertising called on "working men, bring your wives; single 

men bring your sweethearts; [and] old men bring your grandchildren." Melbournians were also encouraged to buy 

Tracey's latest songster (A: 17 Feb. 1892, 8). By July of that year, in full entrepreneurial fashion, he began displaying 

his ‘style’ to the Melbournians, offering patrons in the first two rows coupons for a drink or cigar, while gallery patrons 

                                                           
77      Adson would later join Tracey's company for a brief season (c Feb. 1892). 
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were entitled to a glass of beer. He also began stepping up the quality level by engaging over the next few months, 

artists of the calibre of Billy Speed, W. B. Warner, Florrie Forde and Edward (Ted) and Minnie Shipp. One 

advertisement in August even boasted "WITHOUT BUMPTIOUS BLATHER WE ARE BOOMING" (A: 20 Aug. 

1892, 12) 

 Given that advertising is notoriously problematic in terms of accurately reflecting success or quality, perhaps 

more indicative of the level of success Tracey was achieving by this time was the reaction of his competitors. On 19 

February 1892, for example, a deputation of Sydney concert hall managers met with the N.S.W. Premier to discuss 

Tracey's right to hire the School of Arts, and to ask the Minister to cancel his license. Tracey's response was to take the 

issue directly to the public. In claiming that this was "one of the greatest compliments yet paid to [his] management," he 

also levelled a challenge to his detractors, saying "if the public prefer TRACEY'S SHOW at the SCHOOL OF ARTS it 

is proof that the public, who are the best judges consider it is the BEST VARIETY SHOW in Sydney... WHY NOT 

HAVE FAIR COMPETITION."  Elsewhere in the advertisement he taunted them mercilessly: 
 

          Deputations may to the minister go 

          To shut up Dan Tracey's vaudeville show 

          But the minister will very easily know 

          That it's jealousy makes them do it.    

        (SMH: 20 Feb. 1892, 2) 

                                   

   In August of 1892 Tracey moved his Sydney operations to the Gaiety Theatre in Castlereagh Street, located 

between Bathurst and Park Streets (and not to be confused with the later Gaiety Theatre in Oxford Street). He 

maintained his activities at that venue until some time in mid February 1893, at which point his name disappears from 

advertising. Although minstrel entertainment continued to operate there for a few weeks after Tracey's departure, no 

manager or management is indicated in advertising until Alf. M. Hazlewood took control of the operations in early 

March. Dan Tracey returned to management in late June, taking over the lease of the Imperial Opera House. The 

company then included W. Horace Bent, W. B. Warner, Carlton and Sutton, the Leopolds, Wal Rockley and J. S. 

Whitworth. One of the burlesques staged was a revised revival of Bent's Under the Gaspipe (SMH: 26 June 1893, 4).  

The season lasted, however, only some four or five weeks before Tracey was once again forced to close down. To a 

large extent his career downfall, as with F. E. Hiscocks and Frank Smith (Alhambra Theatre, Sydney), was more than 

likely a consequence of the steadily worsening economic conditions brought on by the depression rather than a result of 

direct competition from Harry Rickards.  

 Despite the difficulties he now faced, and which had already seen most of his competitors (apart from Rickards) 

go out of business, Tracey appears to have been unwilling to go down without a fight. In March 1894 he opened with 

another company at the Theatre Royal (Syd). Billed as the World's Congress of Nations, the company boasted eight 

endmen and twenty vocalists, including Bertha Fanning, Edward Shipp, J. S. Porter and Edward Lawler. However, once 

again Tracey's attempt to reignite his career at the upper levels of the industry could not be sustained and by May he 

was appearing on the bill of his rival Harry Rickards at the Tivoli Theatre. The company at that stage also included 

Delohery Craydon and Holland (SMH: 19 May 1894, 2). 

 Dan Tracey's last recorded engagement in Australia found to date was in 1897 when he appeared with Alf 

Lawton's All Nations Company at the Gaiety Theatre in Brisbane, along with the Bovis Brothers (BC: 16 Jan. 1897, 2). 

Of his private life, all that has been identified is that he had a daughter, Stella, who performed as child artist in Australia 

around the turn of the century. She is believed to have returned to America sometime during the early war years - 

possibly in response to the Alien Restriction Act of 1916. While Tracey's career in Australia at the upper echelons of 

the industry was relatively brief, he nevertheless played an influential role in the development of local talent, and 

pushed entrepreneurship to new levels with his promotional activities. Despite largely targeting city audiences he 

operated a low pricing structure while still presenting quality entertainment and unlike Harry Rickards he did not see it 

as bad business to present largely Australian or Australian resident troupes.   

 

 

 

TED TUTTY 

 
 Minstrel endmen, eccentric comedian, singer. Born 15 May 1876 in Melbourne, Ted Tutty was 

arguably Harry Clay's longest-serving performer and one of his most popular comedians. Although 
he was able to secure engagements with almost every major variety organisation in Australia 

between 1905 and 1925, including the Fullers, the Tivoli circuit, Bert Howard, J.C. Bain, Harry 
Sadler, Frank Reis, Dix-Baker (Newcastle) and Jacky Landow, Tutty's career is largely associated 
with Clay's company, an association that included seven Queensland tours (1905-07, 1909-10, 
1913 and 1915). Often referred to as "the simple chap" or the "tired comedian," Tutty was an 

institution with Clay's Newtown audiences. For many years he partnered his wife, Kate Cahill 
(better known to audiences as Muriel Eskbank), whom he married at Port Pierre (SA) in 1902. 
Although he also occasionally partnered other comedians his forte was as a solo performer. 
Following the demise of vaudeville in the late 1920 Tutty's career wound down, although he is 

reported to have been brought back on stage on occasion up until at least the late 1940s, including 
the 1940 Tivoli Anniversary Show. Ted Tutty died on the 13th of April 1951 at Coogee, NSW.  
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Jim Donald wrote of Ted Tutty's contribution and place in Australian vaudeville in the Daily Mirror: 
 

Ted Tutty died a few weeks ago, and his passing severs the last link in the long chain of Australian born 'black-

face' comedians. These gentry comprised the bones and tambourine brigade of old-time minstrel show and music 

hall entertainment. In show virtuosity Will Whitburn and Charlie Fanning helped the native-born comics who 

worked under the banners of Harry Rickards and Ben and John Fuller. Ted Tutty was for many years the star 

cornerman on the circuit controlled by the late Harry Clay. He also worked the 'Bigger Time' of Rickards and 

Fuller managements. He was about 80 when he died. I remember  him as a quaint  comic whose style was 

modelled on that  of Whitburn,  and like that old master  Ted was also well to the  fore in the side-splitting farces 

which were  a   special feature  of old time black-face comedy.  His dry, croaking humour was well suited to this 

robust form of mirth-making. Tutty was the last of the great cornermen of the gay nineties. Pope, Sayles, 

Fanning, Whitburn, Wharton, Kearns, McKisson and Co have long since passed. Now old Ted has joined them.78 
 

 Although essentially a solo performer, Ted Tutty nevertheless appeared on stage in casual comedy partnerships 

throughout his long career. Among those he is known to have worked with are Harry Clay and Maurice Chenoweth, 

with the latter working as a straightman opposite Tutty quite often during the 1917-18 period. Tutty also worked for 

many years with his wife in a double act billed simply as the Tuttys (or the Two Tuttys). Throughout his twenty or so 

year career with Harry Clay Tutty regularly found engagements with other companies, having no trouble securing work 

with the larger organisations run by Harry Rickards and the Fullers, for example. It was his friendship with Clay, 

however, that saw him return year after year to the Sydney and NSW circuits, as well as his quite regular tours of 

Queensland. In that state there was perhaps no bigger name in the blackface end-man business than Ted Tutty. Billed as 

"everybody's favourite," according to a review of Clay's visit to Toowoomba in 1910 Tutty was "the one so far as 

Toowoomba audiences [were] concerned." The critic goes on to further record that "his rendering of 'You're The One' 

met with a wild reception, as did his encore, 'Robin Red Breast'" (TC: 15 Mar. 1910, 3). 

 Ted Tutty began his career in Victoria and South Australia during the last years of the 19th century, developing a 

unique stage persona. Charles Norman recalls Tutty as having a broad voice, full of humour, and comparing him to Syd 

Beck (63). "It was," he said, "a most peculiar Aussie delivery," and one which "people used to mock" (Djubal "Harry 

Clay", Appendix H, 209).  The Theatre in its May 1916 issue also described his turn as "giving a first impression 

through his physique and style of a sick lizard smothered in charcoal through his unique makeup" (49). Tutty's earliest 

recorded engagement was his "first appearance" with the People's Concerts (Melb) in 1900. According to 

advertisements placed in the Age, he was at this stage of his career an "eccentric female impersonator and Ethiopian 

character comedian" (22 Sept. 1900, 12). A "triumphant reappearance" followed a week later, as did a re-appearance on 

1 December. Among the stars of the People's Concerts appearing with Tutty were Tom Dawson, Will Wynand, Johnny 

Matlock and Jantz Kolman and Johnny Gardner.   

 The first of Ted Tutty's known engagements with Harry Clay was the 1905 NSW/Queensland tour, which began 

in early March. It is very likely, however, that he had been with Clay for some time prior to this, possibly joining Clay's 

Sydney suburban operations sometime after the end of his 1904 tour (ca. Sept.). Tutty remained an almost permanent 

fixture on "Clay time" over the next few years, spending much of the company's off-tour time on the Sydney circuit. In 

early January 1907, for example, he appeared among a star-studded Clay line-up at the Royal Standard Theatre. The 

company comprised among others: Harry Sadler, Harry Clay, Clara Keating and Wally Edwards (see 5 and 12 Jan.). 

While his movements over the 1908 period have not been fully established, his name appears frequently in the 

programmes of Harry Clay's suburban and NSW/Queensland circuits between 1909 and 1910. Two reviews from 

Ipswich indicate the level of popularity he held across Queensland: 
 

Mr Ted Tutty, without whom - in the estimation of Ipswichians, at any rate - Clay's Waxwork's would 

be incomplete, broke out in a fresh place, in "You're the One," his reception proving that in the 

delighted hearers, he was "the one." He had to give a treble encore (QT:  23 Mar. 1910, 5). 
 

The appearance of the most favoured member of the company, Mr Ted Tutty, was the signal for an 

outburst, which grew in volume as he sang "I'll put on my Coat" and "Sandy McIntosh." In the latter 

Ted appeared in a highly exaggerated Highland costume, and to a vocal imitation of the bag-pipe 

danced, in his own inimitable style, what was probably meant for the Highland fling (QT: 27 July 

1910, 7). 
 

Following the 1910 Queensland tour Tutty spent until early November in Sydney with Clay's company before heading 

north again to play an extended season with Ted Holland's Brisbane company (ca. Nov. 1910 – ca. Apr. 1911).  

  Although his movements over the next two years (1911-12) are also unclear at this stage, by 1913 Tutty was 

included in a Theatre list of Sydney's "best-known stars," which indicates that he had maintained a high profile presence 

in the city. Among the other listed performers are: Con Moreni, Jack Kearns, George Sorlie, Joe Charles and Joe Rox. 

Around this time, too, Tutty held an executive position with the Australian Variety Artists Federation (AVAF). 1913 

also saw him share the stage, and much advice with an up and coming young comedian called Roy Rene. An Australian 

Variety review of one Bridge Theatre show reports that Tutty and Rene both shared the applause for the first part - 

neither being able to be separated (22 July 1914, 6). In his autobiography Roy Rene specifically mentions Ted Tutty as 

a major influence on his early career, writing:  

                                                           
78      No bibliographical details available. A photocopy is held by this author. It was written a few weeks after Tutty's death - possibly late April or 

early May 1951. 
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Ted Tutty 
Author's Collection 

(Courtesy of Jo Mercer and Del Buchanan) 

Working with Frank Yorke [sic], a great producer, or Ted 

Tutty, they'd just come to you and say: 'Look, I want you 

to go on in the afterpiece, you just come on and say so-

and-so, now don't forget where you are supposed to do it.' 

I'd think I was getting to be a big man when I got a chance 

like that. You'd get a lot of help, too, because Frank would 

say 'Now don't do it like that, do it so-and-so.' To tell you 

the truth that was [how] I learnt timing… Old performers 

were always ready to come to you at the end of a show 

and say, 'Listen, son, I wouldn't do that, I'd do it this way,' 

and then if you listened to them you'd learn a great deal. 

They always build you up when you did your turn because 

their clapping on stage would help get the audience into 

the proper mood…. I was only a very young performer at 

that time (52-5). 
 

By 1914 Tutty's reputation was such that Australian Variety 

wrote of him in relation to his appearances at the Newtown 

Bridge Theatre: 
 

Ted Tutty is, without doubt, the biggest draw card that 

Harry Clay has ever had, and a sure riot every week; he 

has now broken all records, being in his 16th week, which 

speaks for itself as to his drawing power. He can always 

be depended upon for something original each week, and 

to do this requires some thinking out. Judging by the way 

he is going at the present time it is hard to say when he 

will get his ticket, but the War is certain to be over before 

he finishes  (14 Oct. 1914, 7). 
 

One Theatre critic even proposed that Tutty was to Harry 

Clay what Irving Sayles had been to Harry Rickards, noting 

that he "is with Clay patrons just the favourite Mr Sayles 

was with Rickards patrons" (Oct. 1914, 35). 
 

 In 1916 Tutty joined the long list of vaudeville artists to have attempted the management game, taking up a lease 

on the Daceyville Theatre (Syd) for Monday nights. His advertisements record that he booked his acts through Joe 

Lashwood's agency, and that the shows presented a "first-class" vaudeville programme. Australian Variety seems to 

have agreed, noting in regard to Tutty's first night that the fine program resulted in a packed house (16 Aug. 1916, n. 

pag.). Tutty continued working around Sydney and other Australian cities centres such as Melbourne, Newcastle and 

Perth over the next few years, while also continuing to establish records for unbroken engagements with Harry Clay 

during the period. During a season at the Melrose Theatre (Perth) over December 1916/January 1917, Tutty joined the 

Fuller's Follies of Pleasure Company, appearing in revusicals like Joyland and The Matinee Girl. 

  In 1917 the Ted and Muriel Tutty toured New Zealand for the Fullers. A reviewer, writing for Australian Variety 

wrote of their Wellington appearance: 
 

In the vaudeville first part, The Tutty's appeared for the first time in a stereotyped act of cross-talk and patter. The 

writer got rather a shock for a minute or so, and had to rub his eyes, as the appearance of Mr Tutty brought back 

the bad old days of nigger minstrels. However, the artists managed to go over fairly well, and should become very 

popular (June 1917, n. pag.). 
 

On his return to Clay's in 1918, Tutty's on-stage reception was met with several minutes of applause. By November he 

had begun appearing in comic/straightman partnerships with Charles Waite and Maurice Chenoweth. It was the latter 

pairing, however, which maintained the longest lasting popular appeal. They are thought to have appeared together on a 

semi-regular basis for up to two years. One of the earliest reviews in Australian Variety records: "[Tutty and 

Chenoweth] have established themselves as firm favourites as a double act and nightly it is some time before they are 

allowed to leave the stage" (15 Feb. 1918, n. pag). The Theatre also gave the pair praise, recording: "Maurice 

Chenoweth and Ted Tutty are the hit of the bill. The screams of laughter they get set aside any doubt on that point" 

(Feb. 1918, 41).  

Sometime around late 1918 and early 1919 period Tutty again began running his own variety combination, this 

time around the Newcastle area, with the troupe made up in part by members of his family. As Australian Variety 

records: "Melvin, a Tutty offspring, who has a nice voice and appearance is the making of a good performer" (14 Feb. 

1919, n. pag.). This venture was to create for Tutty his longest absence from Harry Clay's company, being almost a year 

in duration. By early June 1919 he was back on the Fullers' circuit, appearing with the Paul Stanhope Company at the 

Brisbane Theatre Royal (the Empire Theatre had been closed due by health authorities due to the flu epidemic). The 

Theatre suggested latter that same year that "Billy Cass is a very close second to Ted Tutty as the best man in the burnt-

cork line in Australia. Both have instinctively that nigger comedy so rarely possessed by those who nowadays affect the 

minstrel make-up (Nov. 1919, 28). 
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 Having been on the variety stage for at least two decades, Ted Tutty's reputation around Australia and New 

Zealand had reached veteran celebrity status by the early 1920s. He had worked for all the major vaudeville companies 

in the country, including Clay's, the Fullers, the Tivoli, Bert Howard, Jacky Landow, Dix-Baker (Newcastle), Paddy 

King and Frank Reis.  He continued to work for Clays on a semi permanent basis until around the time of the manager's 

death in early 1925, while his engagements with other managements included at least one season with J. C. Bain          

(ca. 1924). He also continued to work in partnership with his wife, and his daughters. Although he retired from the stage 

some years later, Tutty was often called back to display his considerable talents, demonstrating the art of the blackface 

comedian for audiences almost up until his death in 1951. In the early 1950s he even performed at Sammy Lee's 

Theatre Restaurant - his age being then some seventy years. Arguably at his peak as a performer (and at the height of 

his popularity) during the World War One years, two Theatre reviews from that era provide insight into his appeal: 
 

During the week April 1-7 Ted Tutty at the Newtown Bridge Theatre 

had to strain hard to make a go of his song "You Wouldn't Believe." But 

what an effort it must be for a performer to get new songs practically 

every week the whole year round! Besides, in his succeeding number, 

"She Was Only Seventeen," he more than made up for any 

disappointment with "You Wouldn't Believe." Indescribably funny was 

his working of the second song. Besides the originality with which he 

sang it there was a touch of genius in the business with which he 

accompanied it. Mr Tutty is quite an institution with Newtown 

audiences. It is sufficient for him to come on the stage to set the whole 

house rocking with laughter. But his make-up, it should be added is 

always a treat in itself. Such are his physique and style that the first 

impression he gives you is that of a sick lizard smothered in charcoal. 

Mr Tutty has been so long with Mr Clay - and is evidently so well 

treated by that manager - that he doesn't appear to have ever had the 

least wish to try his luck under any other management. So patrons of 

other houses are thus deprived of the hearty laughs he simply couldn't 

help giving them. Years ago Mr Clay included Mr Tutty in the Tom-

Dawson-Fred Bluett category of Australian performers. He is all that, 

and if anything a trifle more (May 1916, 49). 
 

Was there ever a greater hit with Clay patrons than Ted Tutty, in his 

black-faced specialties, and as THE comedian in the finales? His 

reception at the Newtown Bridge Theatre during the week November 

10-16 proved that he had merely to show himself to set the house in 

screams (Dec. 1917, 45). 
 

FURTHER REFERENCE: 

Rene, Roy. Mo's Memoirs. (1947). 

 
 

Ted Tutty 
At Sammy's Restaurant 

Author's Collection 
(Courtesy of Jo Mercer and Del Buchanan) 

 

 

 

GARNET WALCH 
 

Dramatist, author, journalist. Born on 1 October 1843 at Broadmarsh, Tasmania, Garnet Walch 
succeeded W. M. Akhurst as the Australian colony's foremost dramatists, and indeed remains one of 

Australia's greatest-ever theatrical identities of the nineteenth century. After being educated in 
England and Germany, Walch returned to Australia where he initially worked as a journalist before 
publishing his first book, The Fireflash in 1867. His first dramatic work to be staged is believed to 
have been Love's Silver Dream (1869). Between 1870 and 1893 he wrote constantly for the dramatic 

stage, with this output including sketches, comediettas, dramas, pantomimes and burlesques. More 
than 20 music theatre works alone were written during the 1870s. During his career Walch was 
associated at different times with W. S. Lyster, George Darrell, Harry Rickards, Richard Stewart and 

family, Alfred Dampier, Marcus Clarke, Mrs W. G. B. Lewis, and Robert Percy Whitworth. Perhaps 
his most successful works were those written and staged in collaboration with Alfred Dampier - 
including Robbery under Arms (1890). As an author he wrote several biographies - including a 

monograph on J. C. Williamson. Little is known of Garnet Walch's movements from the mid-1890s 

onwards, as he had by then effectively retired from theatrical life. He died in 1913. 
 

  Garnet Walch's father arrived in the colony of Tasmania in 1842 as a Major in the 54th Regiment. Some three 

years later he opened the Hobart branch of publishers Samuel Tegg, which was to later become, under the stewardship 

of two of his other sons James and Charles, the successful publishing house J. Walch and Son. In 1852 following the 

death of his father Garnet was sent to London where he received his education at Denmark Hill Grammar and later at a 

private college in the German township of Hamelin. After completing his schooling he returned to Australia, spending a 

brief period in Hobart where he made a poor attempt at a clerical career before eventually moving to Sydney. It was 

here that his writing ability came to the attention of George Ross Morton, editor of the Sydney Punch and himself an 

occasional dramatist. Over the next few years Walch contributed regularly to several Sydney papers, eventually taking 

over the editorship of the Cumberland Mercury (1867). Within the same year he started his own paper, the Cumberland 

Times and published his first book, The Fireflash.  
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 When theatrical production in Sydney began to increase markedly during the late 1860s, largely in response to the 

massive influx of people coming to the colony's in search of gold, the opportunities for additional financial 

remuneration saw several established local journalists and writers accept commissions to adapt, localise and up-date 

material for local theatrical managements. The availability of sources, notably English burlesques, pantomimes and 

novels, provided these authors with creative frames around which they could inject topicalities and local references for 

the particular pleasure of the popular culture audience. The first production that can be attributed to Walch is the 

burlesque Love's Silver Dream, which premiered at the Adelphi Theatre on 14 December 1869. Popularly received by 

audiences, Walch was inspired to adapt several more works in quick succession, with these including Conrad the 

Corsair, Prometheus (both 1870) and for George Darrell, Trookulentos the Tempter (1871). Walch's immediate 

success at this new craft is not surprising, given that he was, as Veronica Kelly points out, "ideally suited to write for 

the popular stage." Kelly adds further: "Walch took his task lightly enough to contribute his own genial irony and sense 

of the fantastic, and seriously enough never to patronise popular taste or feel the work beneath him" (27).  

 In 1872 Walch moved to Melbourne where he immediately established himself as the successor to W. M. Akhurst 

in terms of being Melbourne's, if not Australia's, leading dramatist and music theatre writer. Indeed by the end of that 

year he had the distinction of having two productions of one work, True Blue running simultaneously in Sydney and 

Melbourne (the Sydney season was an adaptation by Archibald Murray). In 1873 he was offered employment as 

Secretary of the Melbourne Athenaeum (on a stipend of three hundred pounds), a position he held until 1879. This 

proved to be a significant factor in Walch's success as a dramatist because it allowed him ample opportunity to write for 

the theatre while enjoying financial security. Indeed during those six years he wrote or adapted more than twenty music 

theatre works between. These include the pantomimes, Australia Felix (1873), Beauty and the Beast  (1985) Jack the 

Giant Killer and His Doughy Deeds (1878) and Babes in the Wood (1879); the sketch Mother Says I Mustn't, written 

especially for Harry Rickards (1972); the operetta Genevieve de Brabant (1873, adapted for W. S. Lyster); the 

burlesques Pygmalion and His Gal (A Dear) (1873), written for Harry Rickards and given a sequel in 1874; along with 

The White Fawn (1874). In addition there were several plays with significant musical performances, notably The Great 

Hibernicon (1874) and Helen's Babies  (1877), as well as a number of musical entertainments, Rainbow Revels (1877) 

and If (1878), both written especially for Richard Stewart's family. In her autobiography, Nellie Stewart recalls her 

association with the dramatist:  
 

Mr Walch suggested [to my father] that he should write an entertainment for us on lines broadly similar to that in 

which the Vokes Family in England had won such success, and that we should tour Australian with it… I was 

enabled for once to sing and dance my fill, playing seven parts - school girl, Dutch girl, Irish girl, pantomime boy 

and so forth… From its inception Rainbow Revels was so successful that Mr Walch wrote another medley called If 

(39-40).  
 

During the same period Walch was also responsible for writing a variety of sketches and comediettas - including: Shy, 

Shy, Dreadfully Shy (sketch, 1872), three dramas - The Great Wager (1876), A Terribly Strange Bed (1876) and 

Where Am I? (1876); along with the comedies The Haunted Chamber and The Great Wager of £500 (both 1876, for 

the magician Alfred Sylvester), Humble Pie (1877) and Perfidious Albion (1878). 

 The mid-1870s saw Walch begin his long-time association with actor/manager Alfred Dampier. At the time 

Dampier was only three years into what was to be a lifetime involvement in Australian theatre. Although their most 

recognisable collaborations, a series of highly popular melodramas, would not eventuate until the early 1890s, Walch 

initially provided some material for Dampier, beginning with Faust and Marguerite (1876). The following year he 

adapted J. Habberton's best-selling novelette, Helen's Babies, into a popular stage production for Dampier and his 

daughters Lily and Rose. 

Despite the economic security of his Athenaeum position, and the much less remunerative (though frequent), 

returns from his theatre writing, Walch's financial situation became increasingly unstable by the late 1870s. Veronica 

Kelly, in her introduction to the Australia Felix edition, indicates that Walch's "characteristic generosity and optimism" 

was at the heart of the problem, and that this was in evidence right up to the point where his losses could no longer be 

sustained. In 1880, for example, he sponsored a clandestine performance of Marcus Clarke's banned play A Happy 

Land, chartering at his own expense a steamboat to carry the company to its destination, the beachside township of 

Frankston. The excursion was such a financial disaster for Walch that he soon afterwards filed for bankruptcy (33).
79

 

 The following year saw Walch continue writing for the theatre, but at the same time he began collaborating with 

artist Charles Turner in an ambitious project he hoped would cash in on the Melbourne International Exhibition. The 

result, Victoria in 1880, which is described by Veronica Kelly as a "triumph of colonial publishing," failed to realise a 

financial return, however. Undeterred he went on to write the comedy-drama Her Evil Star for Mrs G. B. W Lewis, 

along with several more sketches for the Sylvester family, two pantomimes, and together with writer R. P. Whitworth 

and cricketer John Conway founded the short-lived weekly magazine, Town Talk.  The stress of work and his 

continuing financial problems eventually led to Walch suffering a collapse early in 1882. A prestigious benefit was held 

in his honour, and although he contributed a new comedy, Walch soon afterwards took an extended break by sailing to 

Madagascar. The venture was paid for in part through Walch's reports sent back the Argus.  

 The time away from Australia was hugely beneficial to Walch. Upon his return home in late 1885 he supplied 

Harry Rickards with arguably two of the actor/manager's greatest-ever Australian-written musical entertainments, Bric-

                                                           
79  Those interested in Victoria's political history would no doubt be interested to learn that among the original cast of A Happy Land was an actor 

called Thomas Bent. He later gave up acting for politics, eventually becoming Minister for Railways and later Victorian Premier (BC: 3 June 1905, 

16). 
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a-Brac and Spoons (Rickards staged both works frequently through until 1890), along with a burlesque Babes in the 

Wood.  Walch continued to produce new theatre works over the remainder of the 1880s, along with several biographies 

(A Life of General Gordon and a monograph on J. C. Williamson), various pamphlets and articles and the Australian 

Birthday Book (1887). In 1887 he became editor of the Centennial printing and Publishing Company, and some three 

years later he again teamed up with Alfred Dampier to produce the first of a series of melodramas, the success of which 

effectively reignited his career to match that of his previous golden era - the 1870s.  

 Dampier and Walch's first melodrama, The Count of Monte Cristo was staged at the Alexandra Theatre (Melb) in 

1890. The pair then presented arguably their greatest success, an adaptation of Rolf Boldrewood's Robbery under Arms 

(1890), followed by such works as For Love and Life (1890), The Miner's Rights (1891), The Scout (1891), The 

Trapper (1891), This Great City (1891), Jack the Giant Killer (1891) and Help One Another (1892). During the same 

period Walch also wrote The Land Lubber (1890) for Katie Rickards. By 1892, however, drought, the land boom crash 

and the depression, took hold of the Australian economy forcing Dampier to eventually abandon his once unassailable 

theatrical fortress at the Alexandra. 1892 also effectively marked the beginning of the end for Garnet Walch's theatrical 

career. While it is known that he intended to try and promote several of his more recent successes in England and 

America, the success of his venture is unclear. A collaboration with John Grocott resulted in the publication of an 

opera-bouffe titled Kismet; Or, The Cadi's Daughter in 1894. One of his last known works to be staged was a revival 

of The Prairie King in 1897 (Lyceum Theatre, 6 Nov.). The MacMahon brothers advertising indicates that it contained 

"with startling vividness and romantic flavour the life and customs of WILD AMERICA, with its Red Indians, Scouts, 

Cowboys, Mexicans, Chiefs, Half-breeds, Guides [and] Frontiersmen" (SMH: 6 Nov. 1897, 2).  

Although it is known that Garnet Walch retired from the theatre for much of the final two decades of his life, 

little else has been determined. He died on 3 January 1913. Throughout his professional career, however, he wrote both 

for and with many leading theatre industry practitioners of the period. Apart from working with Harry Rickards, George 

Darrell, Alfred Dampier, Richard Stewart, W. S. Lyster, J. H. Rainford, Mrs G. B. W. Lewis (aka Rose Edouin), and 

Alfred Sylvester; he also wrote works for the Melbourne Theatre Royal's fluid management partnership of Henry R. 

Harwood, Richard Stewart, J. R. Greville, John Hennings and George Coppin; scenic artist-turned manager, W. J. 

Wilson; and one pantomime for J. C. Williamson - Sinbad the Sailor (1893).  Several high profile actors also benefited 

from Walch's keen writing talents, none more so than Bland Holt. Further to this, several of his works were adapted by 

others including Archibald Murray's 1872 production - titled Harlequin Blue Beard, The Great Bashaw; along with 

Hey Diddle Diddle the Cat and the Fiddle, The Cow Jumped Over the Moon adapted by Samuel Lazar in 1878; and 

Sinbad the Tailor, adapted in 1881 from Walch's Sinbad the Sailor (1880).   

Walch's non-music theatre works include: Heart and Head (sketch, 1881), Proof Positive (comedietta, 1883), 

Humble Pie (comedy, 1887), Silver Chimes (1893). He is believed to have possibly written the Harry Rickards' 

produced comic play In a Fog (1890).  
 

 [NB: The above biography acknowledges the research undertaken by Eric Irvin for his Australian Melodrama: Eighty Years of Popular 
Theatre (1981) and Veronica Kelly's "Introduction" to the University of Queensland Press edition of Australia Felix (1988)] 

 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS: 
LOVE'S SILVER DREAM  [pantomime]  Lib. Garnet Walch; Mus. Andrew Moore (1869);  CONRAD THE CORSAIR  [burlesque]  Txt Adapt. 

Garnet Walch (from William Brough); Mus. [n/e] (1870);  PROMETHEUS  [burlesque]  Txt Adapt. Garnet Walch (from Robert Reece); Mus. [n/e] 

(1870);  TROOKULENTOS THE TEMPTER  [pantomime]  Lib Adapt. Garnet Walch; Mus. John Hill (1871);  MOTHER SAYS I MUSTN'T  

[musical sketch]  Txt. Garnet Walch; Mus. [n/e] (1872);  ORPHEUS  [burlesque] Txt Adapt. Garnet Walch (from J.R. Planche);  Mus. [n/e]  (1872); 

TROOKULENTOS IN A NUTSHELL  [pantomime]  Lib Adapt. Garnet Walch; Mus. [n/e] (1872);  TRUE BLUE BEARD  [pantomime]  Lib. 
Garnet Walch; Mus. [n/e] (1872);  AUSTRALIA FELIX [pantomime]  Lib. Garnet Walch; Mus. [n/e] (1873);  GENEVIEVE DE BRABANT  

[operetta]  Lib Adapt. Garnet Walch (from Jaques Offenbach); Mus. Signor Giorza (1873);  PYGMALION AND HIS GAL (A DEAR) [burlesque]  

Txt Adapt. Garnet Walch; Mus.  (1873);  ADMANTA THE PROUD PRINCESS OF PROFUSIA AND HER SIX UNLUCKY SUITORS  
[pantomime]  Lib. Garnet Walch; Mus. John Hill (1874);  THE GREAT HIBERNICON  [play with music] Txt. Garnet Walch; Mus. C.A. Boyd 

(1874);  A SECOND EDITION OF PYGMALION AND HIS GAL  [burlesque]  Txt Adapt. Garnet Walch; Mus. [n/e] (1874);  THE WHITE 

FAWN  [extravaganza]  Txt Adapt. Garnet Walch (from F.C. Burnand); Mus. [n/e] (1874);  BEAUTY AND THE BEAST  [pantomime]  Lib. Garnet 
Walch; Mus. [n/e] (1875);  A FROGGEE WOULD A WOOING GO  [pantomime]  Lib Adapt. Garnet Walch; Mus. [n/e] (1875);  HEY DIDDLE 

DIDDLE THE CAT AND THE FIDDLE, THE COW JUMPED OVER THE MOON  [pantomime]  Lib. Garnet Walch; Mus. [n/e] (1876);  

PLUTO; OR THE MAGIC LYRE  [burlesque]  Txt Adapt. Garnet Walch (from H.J. Byron); Mus. [n/e]  (1876 );  HELEN'S BABIES  [play with 
music]  Txt Adapt. Garnet Walch (from J. Habberton); Mus. [n/e] (1877);  RAINBOW REVELS  [entertainment]  Txt. Garnet Walch; Mus. [n/e] 

(1877);  IF; OR, AN OLD GEM REST  [musical entertainment]  Txt. Garnet Walch; Mus. [n/e]  (1878);  JACK THE GIANT KILLER AND HIS 

DOUGHY DEEDS  [pantomime]  Lib. Garnet Walch; Mus. [n/e] (1878);  LOHENGRIN IN A NUTSHELL  [burlesque]  Txt Adapt. Garnet Walch 
(from Richard Wagner); Mus. [n/e] (1878); BABES IN THE WOODS  [pantomime]  Lib Adapt. Garnet Walch (from John Stachan); Mus. [n/e] 

(1879 );  SINBAD THE SAILOR; OR, THE PET OF THE PERI  [pantomime]  Lib Adapt. Garnet Walch (from John Strachan); Mus. Walter J. Rice 

(1880);  DYK WHYTTYNGTONNE AND HYS WONDERFULLE CATTLE  [pantomime]  Lib. Garnet Walch; Mus. [n/e] (1881);  GULLIVER; 
OR HARLEQUIN KING LILLIPUT  [pantomime]  Lib. Garnet Walch (from Jonathon Swift); Mus. [n/e] (1881);  BRIC-A-BRAC  [entertainment]  

Txt. Garnet Walch; Mus. [n/e] (1885);  SPOONS  [entertainment]  Txt. Garnet Walch; Mus. [n/e] (1885);  SLEEPING BEAUTY; OR, 

HARLEQUIN MOTHER GOOSE  [pantomime]  Lib. Garnet Walch; Mus. [n/e] (1885);  MA-IN-LAW  [entertainment]  Txt. Garnet Walch; Mus. 
[n/e] (1888);  OUR LETTER CARRIERS  [entertainment]  Txt. Garnet Walch; Mus. [n/e] (1888 );  LANDLUBBER  [entertainment]  Txt. Garnet 

Walch; Mus. [n/e] (1889);  SINBAD THE SAILOR  [pantomime]  Lib. Garnet Walch; Mus incl. Garnet Walch and Mr Leumane (1893); 

 
FURTHER REFERENCE: 

Biron. T&C: 6 Apr. (1872), 425.  [re: Orpheus] 
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Irvin, Eric. Australian Melodrama: Eighty Years of Popular Theatre. (1981), v. pags. 

Kelly, Veronica, ed. Australia Felix; Or, Harlequin Laughing Jackass and the Magic Bat. (1988), 24-39. 
Stewart, Nellie. My Lif'e's Story. (1923), 39-40. 

Williams, Margaret. Australia on the Popular Stage.  (1983), v. pags. 
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GEORGE WALLACE  
 

Comedian revue producer and writer, musician, songwriter, singer, film actor, dancer, sketch writer, 

artist. Born on 4 June 1895 in Aberdeen, NSW, George Wallace was one of Australia's most popular 
variety and revusical comedians of the 1920s, and went on to establish an equally impressive film 
and radio career during the 1930s and 1940s. He began his professional career in his early twenties 

after having spent a number of years in North Queensland as a farmhand and cane cutter. He 
initially toured with a small time variety troupe and spent some time in Brisbane before moving to 
Sydney around 1919 where he secured his first major vaudeville contract with Harry Clay.  In early 
1920 Wallace teamed up with Jack 'Dinks' Patterson to form Dinks and Oncus. They quickly 

established themselves as arguably Clay's most popular comedy duo of the early 1920s, appearing as 
the headline act on the entrepreneur's Sydney and South-West NSW circuits. They also regularly 
appeared in revusicals (several of which Wallace wrote himself).  Wallace moved from Clay's to the 
Fullers in 1924 following the break-up of the Dinks and Oncus partnership. Within a short time he 

established himself as one of that company's top draw cards, touring both Australia and New 
Zealand constantly up until the late 1920s. Although surrounded by a quality ensemble of 
comedians and singers, Wallace naturally dominated the troupe, not only as principle comedian, but 
also as writer, occasional songwriter and director.  After the Fuller's company folded Wallace moved 

to the Tivoli circuit (earning around £120 per week). His versatility saw him take up opportunities in 
a number of different entertainment fields from the 1930s onwards, including musical comedies, film 
and radio. He appeared with Gladys Moncrieff in Collits' Inn in 1933 and The Beloved Vagabond 
(1934, and starred in five successful films between 1932 and 1939, these being: His Royal Highness 

(1932), Harmony Row (1933), A Ticket in Tatts (1934), Let George Do It (1938) and Gone to the Dogs 

(1939). Between 1940 and the mid-1950s he composed his greatest song success, the classic war-
time number 'A Brown Slouch Hat,' appeared in two more films, one of these being The Rats of 
Tobruk (1944), and in 1949 was given his own weekly radio series on the Macquarie network. 

Wallace retired in 1957 and died in 1960 in Sydney. He was survived by his son, George Wallace Jnr.  
 

 Along with Bert Le Blanc, Nat Phillips, Roy Rene, and Jim Gerald, George Wallace was one of the leading 

comedians to have worked this country's stages during the great era of vaudeville and revue, and in terms of versatility 

ranks alongside George Sorlie as one of the most gifted. Although only 5'5" (1.63m) tall he was renowned for his 

extraordinary versatility as a physical comedian, with his particular specialty being the ability to fall down (whether as a 

comic boxer, a drunk or wild west cowboy etc). He was also an expert dancer, he could sing, play several instruments 

(including piano, guitar, saxophone and drums), perform lightening sketches, paint stage scenery, write songs and 

revusical libretti, direct and act. His comedic style may have been less sophisticated than his main rivals for the 'mob' - 

these being Jim Gerald, Nat Phillips and Roy Rene - but his appeal lay in presenting a more innocent type of persona 

and taking full advantage of his expressive eyes and his country sayings. 

The grandson of an Irish-born comic known as Pipeclay Wallace, George Wallace's father was also born George 

Stevenson Wallace started out as a painter but ended up working in minstrel shows as a comic and equilibrist under the 

stage name Broncho [sic] Wallace. His son's decision to eventually perform on stage as a comedian was very likely, 

therefore, to have been influenced by this family connection with variety theatre. While little is known of Broncho 

Wallace's career, it has been established that he worked in partnership with another variety performer, George Scott 

around the turn of the century, and that he was engaged by several metropolitan managements, including Frank Smith
80

 

at Queen's Hall, Sydney, circa November 1905. Ross Thorne, citing the Stage magazine, also draws attention to Bronco 

Wallace's record six-night season in Wellington NSW (sometime prior to May 1908), which was staged under a 

marquee seating 3,500 people (ctd. Theatre Buildings in Australia, 1971, p221).  

George Wallace was born in Aberdeen, situated near Muswellbrook in the Hunter Valley district of New South 

Wales. Although closely aligned with country or 'bush' types throughout his forty years as a variety, film and radio star, 

Wallace actually spent a good deal of his youth in Sydney where he often busked on the Pyrmont waterfront. When his 

mother remarried he moved to Manly and was later employed at his stepfather's ink factory. After four years Wallace, 

then still in his teens, travelled to North Queensland where he worked for a period of time as a farmhand and cane-

cutter around the Mackay district. This period of his life was to have a significant influence on his later career because 

although his repertoire of jokes, comedy sketches and revusicals covered a multitude of topics - among his most popular 

sketches and revusicals, for example, were stories played out in urban and even foreign settings, it has been said that 

'the dry wit of the outback nurtured his comic sense of timing' (CTTA: 628). Indeed, his stage appearance - often 

comprising a checked shirt, an old battered hat and an equally worn pair of dungarees - was very much an image 

cultivated from his 'bush' experiences.  

Wallace's decision to follow his father and grandfather on to the stage is believed to have been made while in 

North Queensland. Isadore Brodsky in The Streets of Sydney recalls the comedian telling the story of how while still a 

cane cutter, and probably aged around 22, he worked his way into a troupe self-described as the 'greatest show on 

earth'.   
 

The company consisted of Happy Harry Salmon, his wife and two others. It was at Walkerstown in 

Queensland. George had a pal named Jock McFarlane who engineered the engagement by this piece 

of strategy. "Can any of the fellows in your show dance?" he asked Happy Harry, with George 

discreetly hidden. 'My oath,' [replied Harry]. 'I know a pal here who will dance any of your crowd for 

                                                           
80  The Frank Smith mentioned here is not believed to have been the same theatrical entrepreneur who ran the Alhambra Music Hall (Syd) in the 

1880s and early 1890s. James Craydon, on Delohery Craydon and Holland, indicates in a 1914 Theatre Magazine interview that the trio worked for 

six years with Smith (c 1888-1893), ending the relationship only after Smith's death (Feb. 1914, n. pag.). 

http://www.austlit.edu.au/run?ex=ShowWork&workId=C%23Dl9
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a quid,' was Jock's rejoinder. 'Trot him out. I'll take you,' declared Happy Harry. George came out of 

hiding, clambering onto the boards and thanks to heavy boots and a good sounding stage won the bet 

for his friend and a job for himself - a pound a week and keep (130). 
 

Sometime after finishing up with the Salmon troupe Wallace decide to try and establish himself in Brisbane, settling 

there sometime in 1916. It was while in Brisbane that he met Margarita Edith Emma Nicholas, a barmaid who later 

worked with Wallace on the stage. The pair married on 3 January 1917 at the People's Evangelic Mission. Their only 

child, George Leonard Wallace was born in Walkerston, near Mackay, in May the following year. He also went on to 

have a successful career as a comedian. Initially billed as Wee Georgie Wallace he was best known in his adult years as 

simply George Wallace Jnr.  

George Wallace's association with Brisbane as a young man, as with his earlier association with Mackay, saw him 

come to be regarded as a "local boy made good" throughout his later career. In this respect he was often described as 

'the boy from the Valley' or 'the boy from North Queensland' whenever he toured the state. The Brisbane Courier writes 

of his 1925 homecoming, for example: 'Every young man of spirit, when he fares out into the world, cherishes the 

ambition that when he returns to the home town his travelling companion will be success. Failure is a gloomy friend to 

bring back to the family. George Wallace is one of the lucky ones. Accompanied by success, he arrived back in 

Brisbane the other day and fulfilled the ambition that urged him out into the world years ago. It was to appear in 

vaudeville [at] the Brisbane Empire... and never has a first appearance aroused such a demonstration of approval' (21 

Sept. 1925, 11).  

After having developed a solo and double act (with his wife) that he believed had potential, Wallace decided in 

late 1918 to move to Sydney to take advantage of the work opportunities that the city's much expanded industry had to 

offer. Shortly after his arrival he was given a start on Harry Clay's suburban circuit, having impressed the management 

with his acrobatic clog-dancing. His initial salary was £4 a week. Brodie Mack, for many years the Fullers booking 

agent, recalls the comedian's arrival in Sydney: 
 

I happened to be at Harry Clay's Newtown Bridge Theatre (it's now The Hub) looking for new acts. It was his 

trial appearance, and he was appearing for nothing. He stopped the show. His acrobatic dance had them rolling in 

the aisles. Harry wasn't in the theatre to see it; he asked me afterwards how the new man went. 'Don't let him get 

away,' I replied. 'You have a real comedian there' (SMH: 23 Oct. 1960, 57). 
 

Wallace quickly became a crowd favourite as a solo performer. The husband/wife act struggled somewhat during the 

first few months, however, with several reviews from early 1919 indicating that the act had limited appeal. An 

Australian Variety critic reports, for example: "The Two Wallaces - very inexperienced, bad routine and mixed up turn" 

(24 Jan. 1919, n. pag.). The Theatre critic found things on the improve a few months later, however: 
 

Princess Theatre, 8-15th March:  George Wallace is a comedian with a delightfully quiet style. He gets his laughs 

without any forcing. His wife helps him in the patter. They wind up by introducing their son, a tiny mite, in one 

clever acrobatic pose (Apr. 1919, 28).   
 

Although the double act did not last much longer under the close scrutiny of Harry Clay's management, Wee Georgie 

Wallace continued to make semi-regular appearances on the stage with his dad over the next five or so years, including 

feature spots with Dinks and Oncus.  

 As with many of Clay's other contracted performers Wallace often appeared in revusicals. It was this experience 

that provided him with the necessary training and experience that helped him eventually become one of the most 

popular practitioners of this theatrical genre in Australia. One of the first productions he appeared in, Joe Rox's A 

Fireman's Troubles, led the Theatre magazine to record: "George Wallace is a comedian with a delightfully quiet style. 

He gets his laughs without any forcing… Chief honours are annexed by Wallace in a clever Johnny study and by Billy 

Cass and Joe Rox as two impossible firemen" (Apr. 1919, 28). His value as a performer even during these early days on 

the Clay circuit was due largely to his versatility, an aspect that factored largely in his success throughout his career. In 

June 1919, for example, the Theatre described Wallace's 'clever clog-dancing as... reminiscent of the days of Dan 

Tracey' (q.v., p25). By the end of the year the same magazine said of his act: 'His female impersonations have the house 

in shrieks all the time he's on the stage' (Jan. 1920, 26). Wallace was also beginning to attract the attention of Australian 

Variety, which records in December: "[He] is gaining applause for his smart dancing and good comic songs [and] since 

his opening... has made rapid strides towards success" (11 Dec. 1919, n. pag.).  

 A little over a year after joining Harry Clay's organisation, George Wallace's career reached new heights when he  

joined forces with comedian, Jack 'Dinks' Paterson, to form Dinks and Oncus, an act which Katherine Brisbane notes 

had no equal in being so well remembered purely from appearances on Clay's circuit (179).  In an interview conducted 

shortly after Wallace's death in 1960, Paterson recalls how the partnership started: "It began in the park opposite the old 

Opera House (now the Tivoli). George and I, both of us under contract to Harry Clay's suburban vaudeville circuit, were 

watching the crowds pack in to see Stiffy and Mo when George said suddenly, 'There's the opportunity for us. Why 

don't we team up and become a double act, too?' We finally got the old man to give us a try. George and I never looked 

back" (SMH: 23 Oct. 1960, 57). 
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       Although some sources indicate that Dinks and Oncus 

formed in 1919 (Brisbane 179; Parsons and Chance 191; 

and Sayers 365), no primary evidence has been found 

which supports the claim.
81

 An Australian Variety review 

dated 27 May 1920 records on the other hand that they had 

at that stage only been together a few weeks: 
 

[George Wallace] has doubled up with Dinks Paterson, 

and went a riot. As they have only been together a couple 

of weeks, we hate to think what they will give patrons in, 

say, a couple of months. No bigger laugh has ever 

appeared on the Clay time (8). 
 

In support of a late April/early May 1920 starting date, too, 

are a number of pars published in the Theatre and Australian 

Variety between January and March that year which indicate 

that both men were still working individually at that time. 

The Theatre (Jan. 1920, 26) records, for example, Wallace's 

solo female impersonation as "Annie the pride of the mob"; 

while a report in Australian Variety the following month 

notes: "Dinks Paterson, who is one of the tallest members of 

the vaudeville profession, did a couple of new songs in the 

first part, and also put on a laughable sketch in the second, 

which went over 'good-oh'" (12 Feb. 1920, 12).  
 

 

George Wallace 
Theatre May (1925), 14. 
(Courtesy of the Mitchell Library) 

 

Pint-sized Wallace was in marked contrast to the incredibly tall and skinny Paterson, with this factor making their 

partnership seem all the more ludicrous. Within only a few short months of pairing up, the duo found themselves in 

much demand, not only from audiences but also as subject matter for the industry magazines, as the following examples 

indicate: 
 

George Wallace says he has a century of the best to say that his partner, Dinky Paterson, can get a decision over 

Sid Godfrey in a twenty-round route, or he will have a four spar with him any night at the Gaiety just for old 

times sake (AV: 22 July 1920, 21). 
 

Dinks and Oncus ("The Two Drunks") never once become dull. They go from laugh to laugh, and get an 

exceedingly good reception (TT: Aug. 1920, 9). 
 

Dinks and Oncus stopped the show in their inebriate sketch at the Gaiety and had to take no less than four bows 

before the pleased patrons would allow them to retire (AV: 17 Sept. 1920, n. pag). 

 

By the end of 1920 Dinks and Oncus had become Clay's biggest attraction, playing to packed houses and rivalling 

Stiffy and Mo for the "mob's" favouritism in Sydney. They differed from Rene and Phillips, however, in that they 

specialised in the very physical acrobatic type of comedy that had made knockabout comedians Jack Kearns and Albert 

McKisson stars of the Australian stage during the 1890s. There was a lot of falling around, with 'drunken' antics and 

outrageous boxing displays abounding. And the audiences loved it. Charles Norman recalls the Wallace and Patterson 

partnership in When Vaudeville was King: 
 

When George was beginning to be talked about as an excellent comic he was teamed with another comedian, a 

man from the First World War, Dinks Paterson. Dinks was a tall, very thin comedian with a nose that somehow 

got in the way of a breach loader gun, or so it seemed. But he was one of the most likable blokes you'd meet from 

here to the Cape. This tall and self-effacing character was a gifted funny man. He had a voice that tended to rise 

to falsetto when aroused in blow-up comedy situations. "What's the matter with you?" he'd call. They were a 

perfect foil for each other, screamingly funny and seemed destined to become a world famous comedy team (105-

06). 
 

                                                           
81  The 1919 date appears to stem from Paterson's 1960 interview with the Sydney Morning Herald (23 Oct. 1960, 57). However, as this thesis 

strongly argues, the reliance on memoir without the support of primary evidence is an issue of concern for historians. Paterson's claim that Wallace 
would bring his two year old son on stage when the act was lagging towards the end (ca. 1923), while only a minor error is nevertheless an example 

of how the human brain distorts memories over time. Born on 16 May 1918, George Leonard Wallace was actually aged five (going on six) in 1923.  

Memoir is not the only problem for historians, though. Several references to Wallace Jnr published in 1925 demonstrate, too, that media sources 
should always be checked against official records wherever possible. Although the Theatre and Everyone's were essentially correct when they stated 

in May 1925 that Wee Georgie Wallace was six, both reports were published within a week of two of his seventh birthday (ctd. TT: May 1925, 14; 

and E: 6 May 1925, 37). 
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The lengths to which they would go in search of humour often pushed their physical limits. In the Sydney Morning 

Herald's 1960 tribute to Wallace, Paterson describes two turns: one was a crazy boxing match where Wallace would 

undertake a difficult backwards somersault over the ropes (he accidentally KO'd his partner at one performance), and 

the other a spoof on the posing act of De Maker's models - whereby Dinks would appear to be holding Wallace above 

his head with one finger (while Wallace was held by a harness from above). At one show, however, the shoulder 

harness broke, not only tipping him upside down but also sending him swinging pendulum-like wildly out above the 

audience. "They couldn't let the roller curtain down for fear of cutting him in two,  recalls Paterson, "I can still see him 

hanging up there, yelling for help" (ibid, 57). Typical of their routine, too, are the following lines of patter: 
 

George Wallace: Yes, I’m acquainted with your wife, old man. I knew her before you married her.  

Dinks Paterson:  Ah, that's where you had the advantage of me - I didn't (AV: 24 June 1920, 5). 
 

Although the two men communicated well on stage, the partnership was not always harmonious. Paterson recalls that 

while Wallace was wonderful to work with they had their share of off-stage arguments. Indeed, according to a report in 

Everyone's in late 1921 the pair had considered ending the partnership then. It was only after some considerable 

reflection that the pair decided that their act was too successful to abandon (30 Nov. 1921, 20).   

Dinks and Oncus continued to attract huge audiences up until the end of their partnership sometime in late 

1923/early 1924. However, from around mid-1922 the relationship would have become increasingly strained as Clay 

began squeezing Paterson out of the limelight by advertising Oncus and his Merry Company (TT: June 1922, 17). 

Indeed, as Paterson recalls the pressure to work in new routines as their relationship moved further apart meant that the 

act often lagged towards the end. In these instances, he recalls, "George would bring on his two year old son - [and] that 

always earned us an encore" (ibid, 57). According to Charles Norman the final straw occurred as a result of a practical 

joke played on Trixie Ireland (Paterson's fiancée) during a performance. When Wallace tried to brush the incident off 

his partner took offence "and as a result one of the world's best comedy acts split up" (106). Paterson subsequently went 

on to develop an act with Ireland (as Dinks and Trixie). Following a three month engagement with the Hugh J. 

Ward/Fullers 1924/25 Christmas pantomime, Cinderella (Princess Theatre, Melb), and seasons in Adelaide (E: 1 Apr. 

1925, 36) and Perth, the couple left for the United Kingdom where they worked on various variety circuits for the next 

four years. They made a triumph homecoming appearance on the Tivoli circuit in 1929 but found the opportunities for 

work difficult and soon after returned to Great Britain, where they remained until the late 1940s. During that time they 

made numerous tours of the provinces with artists of the calibre of Gracie Fields and appeared on early UK television 

programmes. One of their final theatrical engagements was as the ugly sisters in a 1957 Adelaide production of 

Cinderella (Van Straten, 93). 

 During his final years under contract to Harry Clay, George Wallace developed his skills in the area of revue, 

experiences which he put to immediate use when he moved to the Fullers' circuit.
82

  Although it has not yet been 

determined when he eventually left Clay's, his first engagement with the Fullers' involved a six month season at 

Dunedin, New Zealand in 1924. As his first Australian engagement for the company was in August, he likely started 

with them around February/March that year. Ben A. Fuller, son of Sir Benjamin, recalls the night his father sent him to 

Clay's Bridge Theatre to ascertain Wallace's prospects as a possible Fullers' comedian:  
 

We needed a show in a hurry for Dunedin. My father told me, 'I think that young fellow Wallace out at Newtown 

would go over for us. Go and have a look at him tonight.' It was a Monday night but the theatre was packed - 

that's how popular George Was. I sat in the centre stalls with Brodie Mack, when suddenly part of the stage went 

up in flames. One of the cloths caught alight, too. Panic was imminent. The place was wooden. People started to 

scream and leave their seats. I don't mind admitting I was terrified. But they rang down the act 'drop' to block off 

the flames, and a little man came out in front. - George Wallace. George wasn't a bit concerned. He said it was 

'only a little fire,' somebody was mucking' about.'  He told jokes, calmed the audience and called the others back 

to their seats. They put out the fire and the show went on. He was a real trooper (SMH: 23 Oct. 1960, 57). 

 

According to Fuller, Wallace was duly signed for the Dunedin season but there were concerns over how he would fare 

in New Zealand, the fear being that he was too much of a dinki-di Aussie to go over with the Kiwis: "But we were 

wrong," he recalls. "The Dunedin people made him their idol. They wouldn't let him go. He stayed six months and did 

eight shows three times over. We were amazed…. George was also a fine black and white artist. When the Dunedin 

show went on for so long the company ran out of scenery so we'd ship George the sewn canvas backdrops and he 

painted the scenery himself. To my knowledge he never cracked a blue joke in his life. He had a thing about smut on the 

stage. Never in 15 years with us was he reprimanded for saying anything off colour" (ibid, 57). 

In August 1924 Wallace and his newly formed revusical company played its first ever Australian engagement at the 

Majestic Theatre, Newtown. The season lasted until October. Unfortunately little information has been gleaned from 

this period because the Fuller's did not provide major advertising in the Sydney Morning Herald for their Newtown 

theatre at this stage, and hence his shows received no review coverage.  The only record of his appearances in that paper 

comes via a brief notice in the "Amusements" section. This situation changed, however, from 1923 onwards, when his 

company's reputation began to grow significantly. Interestingly, Fred Parsons' claim that Wallace by 1929 was still "a 

very minor comedian, half of a comedy act called, of all things, Dinks and Oncus" (7) provides further evidence of his 

lack of objectivity and consistently erroneous recollection. Not only had the Patterson and Wallace partnership been 

dissolved for some five years by 1929, but it is also clear that Wallace was far from being a "very minor" comic, having 

                                                           
82  Wallace's younger sister, Babe, also worked for Harry Clay during the early-mid 1920s, at one stage partnering Charles Norman. 
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been a leading Fuller's act for most of the intervening years. That George Wallace's reputation was by then considerably 

well-established is indicated by the strength of his company during his early Fullers' days, when the troupe included 

such highly respected performers as Marshall Crosby, Sadie Gale, and Lulla Fanning. A glance through the numerous, 

and mostly positive reviews of Wallace's company during its first year or so together indicates that the comedian was 

even then seen as a major Australian variety performer:  
 

George Wallace must have made a fine impression throughout New Zealand, as visitors from the dominion, when 

referring to Fuller shows, never fail to mention the success the little comedian made in their country, where his 

style of comedy was so much appreciated (E: 12 Nov. 1924, 39). 
 

Fullers' Theatre:- The first appearance of the George ("Onkus") Wallace revue company at this theatre revived 

memories of the business done by Stiffy and Mo, inasmuch as both houses last Saturday played to capacity... As 

an entertainer Wallace is of the highly eccentric order, and with his extraordinary dancing and acrobatics, vies 

with the best revue company at present on the circuit; and this is saying something in view of some exceptionally 

talented performers (E: 4 Mar. 1925, 30). 
 

George Wallace Jnr, five year old son of the comedian at the Fuller Theatre, was another small-sized riot at the 

Hippodrome last Saturday. For his years he is a mental and professional marvel. Three generations of Wallaces 

have now made history in Australian vaudeville, i.e. Bronco, Oncus, and now Wee George (E: 18 Mar. 1925, 36). 
 

George Wallace has immense personality. In addition, he is refined and, last but not least, has a delicious sense of 

humour. Only one thing he lacks; he has not yet, as it were, "found himself." At the present moment his style of 

humour is nondescript - his fun is spontaneous without being individual. In other words, he has not as yet had a 

sufficiently wide experience to adopt a brand of humour which is distinct enough to be imitated. That time has yet 

to come, however, remember these words and watch.... George Wallace is undoubtedly a gold mine for the Fuller 

firm (TT: Apr. 1925, 15). 
 

 George Wallace's career with the Fullers saw him work their Australian and New Zealand circuits through to the 

end of the 1920s. During this time he competed with two of the company's other star attractions Stiffy and Mo and Jim 

Gerald for the public's adoration. Much of his success was due not only to his comedic abilities but also through his 

original revusicals. Among his more popular productions were Harmony Row and His Royal Highness (both were later 

adapted to film), The Pickled Porter, Alpine Antics, Off Honolulu and Dangerous Dan. An Everyone's review of the 

opening week of his return Sydney season in 1925 (this time at the Fullers' New Theatre) was one of the first to draw 

comparisons with Nat Phillips' shows: 
 

The popularity of that clever Australian comedian George Wallace is evidenced in the remarkable business being 

done here since his advent last Saturday week. Wallace is decidedly individualistic, for his style is particularly his 

own; moreover it is a style that meets with a remarkable amount of appreciation from local audiences… 

Harmony Row is this week's offering by the little comedian and it deals with the life of a policeman. The idea 

suggests unlimited opportunities for fun making and so it proves to be. Wallace is supported by a very fine cast 

which included Mr Marshall Crosby, also a ballet of very advanced order. It looks as if these tabloids will vie 

with the Stiffy and Mo shows in point of popularity (11 Mar. 1925, 34). 
 

In reviewing the same production the Theatre Magazine went so far as to ask: "Is it flying in the face of theatrical 

providence to prophesy that George Wallace will one day be Australia's greatest comedian? In a little revue last month 

entitled Harmony Row, this Newtown favourite put over one of the best comedy performances Fullers' Theatre has ever 

seen. And this includes the ever-green favourites Stiffy and Mo, who may well look to their laurels now that George 

Wallace has come to town. [He] has immense personality… [and] a delicious sense of humour." Although the review 

notes that Wallace still lacked "sufficiently wide experience," and hence his style of humour was still somewhat 

nondescript (and thus not distinct enough to be imitated), it was obviously only a matter of time. "Remember these 

words, and watch" concluded the critic (Apr. 1925, 15). While Everyone's disagreed on the issue of Wallace's 

distinctiveness, writing, "[he] is decidedly individualistic, for his style is particularly his own" (11 Mar. 1925, 34), all 

the industry critics appear to have agreed that he was a major Australian comedian in the making. Reporting on 

Wallace's return to Brisbane in 1925, the Brisbane Courier writes that Wallace had given the city its brightest star of 

recent years. "As clever as he was," suggests the paper's critic, "Tom Dawson could not provoke more smiles a minute 

than this Valley-born boy" (12 Oct. 1925, 16). 

 As with Nat Phillips (Stiffy and Mo) and Jim Gerald, much of George Wallace's popularity can also be put down 

to the remarkable talents of his fellow performers, and notably long-serving troupe member Marshall Crosby who often 

played Wallace's on-stage foil. The initial company, as formed in 1924, included: Harry Burgess (ex-American 

Burlesque Co), Tom Lincoln, George Lloyd, Nellie Dean, Jacky White, Rene Albert, Marie Nyman, Pat Reid, and a 

chorus known as The Six Twinklers. Over the years he also engaged such local stars as: Sadie Gale (the pair were 

romantically linked for a brief period), Ivy Moore, Lulla Fanning, Ada Scadden, Fred "Check" Hayes, Tom White, 

Frank Haining, and Bert and Evelyn Dudley, and Jim Romaine (ex-Drew and Romaine). Most remained with Wallace 

for years at a time, providing him with an ensemble that could readily adapt whenever the lead comedian began 

improvising. It also allowed his revusicals to develop more rounded characters, an issue of some significance in a genre 

even more hampered by storytelling time than the musical. That his company remained so stable over the years, despite 

the rigours of touring Australia and New Zealand (it played the Dominion circuit at least three times during the 1920s- 

1924, 1927-28 and 1928-29), suggests that it was more than ably run by its charismatic leader. It is clear from 
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contemporary reports, however, that Wallace dominated proceedings. Everyone's notes in 1928, for example, that as 

one of the country's most versatile performers and a consistent favourite for years throughout Australia and New 

Zealand, Wallace continued to write, produce and star in his own productions. His versatility was such, records the 

magazine, that he not only excelled as a comedian, singer and dance, but also as a musician (saxophone, cornet, piano 

and drums) and lightning sketch artist (14 Nov. 1928, 41).  

There appears to have been reduction in interest in the company as the 1920s drew to a close, with reports 

indicating for example that their New Zealand tour of 1929 was still pulling capacity crowds fifteen weeks after it 

commenced. Upon the conclusion of a fifteen week's season at the Melbourne Tivoli in mid-1930 (possibly his first 

non-Fullers' engagement since joining the firm in 1924), Wallace played engagements in Adelaide and Perth before 

travelling to England for a month's holiday. He then took up a contract to play in London sometime around early 1931 

at a salary reported to have been ₤150 a week (E: 2 Apr. 1930, 41). His London shows are believed to have been staged 

with a company comprising two or three members of his Australian troupe, with the rest made up of performers 

engaged in London. Without his regular ensemble to support him, and with a comedy delivery that may well have been 

too casual for the British, Wallace failed to ignite enough interest to remain there for very long. A bitterly cold winter 

eventually forced his hand and he returned to Australia shortly afterwards. In retrospect it was an important decision 

because the 1930s saw him branch out into film and full-scale musical comedy in spectacular fashion.  

For the first half of the 1930s Wallace was closely associated with F. W. Thring, the founder of Efftee Films. He 

began his motion picture career in 1932 by adapting His Royal Highness under Thring's direction. The film was an 

immediate success with critics and audiences around the country. The Brisbane Courier's review of the Queensland 

premiere was no exception, recording that even though the musical numbers tuneful they were not the essential feature. 

"The fun is almost exclusively created by George Wallace… [his] facility of expression and his whimsical drolleries, as 

well as clever dancing, eminently lend themselves to the screen work" (3 Oct. 1932, 15). While agreeing that Wallace 

dominated the film (and that his comic talent was unquestioned), the Age's film critic suggested that such a dominance 

was part of the overall weakness of the film, as were the frequent shots in which parts of the performers' heads were lost 

from view (31 Oct. 1932, 8). The following year he took on a cameo role in the stage musical Collits' Inn, while 

contributing additional material to both the libretto and lyrics. The second of his films Harmony Row was released in 

1933, attracting similar plaudits to the first. Costing £11,000 pounds, it also co-starred several members of his old 

revusical troupe, notably Marshall Crosby and Nell Fleming, along with well-known ex-pantomime dame Dan Thomas. 

In 1934 Wallace again returned to the stage, appearing in the Australian debut production of the Dudley Glass' musical 

The Beloved Vagabond (see Appendix C, 1927 entry).  

Although he maintained regular contact with live audiences throughout the 1930s, Wallace's career during that 

decade is chiefly remembered for the films he starred in. His third and final Efftee production, A Ticket in Tatts (1934), 

in which he played a disaster-prone stablehand, was again accorded strong public support further establishing the 

comedian's credentials as one of Australia's leading film actors. Following Frank Thring's death in 1936 Wallace signed 

with Cinesound Productions, releasing the first of his two comedies with director Ken G. Hall, Let George Do It in 

1938. The film which co-starred Letty Craydon, Joe Valli and Alec Kellaway, is memorable not only for a high speed 

water chase but also for a vastly-improved screen performance by its star, the result of Hall's much tighter direction. 

Wallace's second film with Cinesound, Gone to the Dogs, saw him take on the role of an "accident-prone" zoo keeper. 

A review of the Brisbane premiere (screened at the Tivoli Roof Garden) records: "It is probably the most laughable film 

that Australian studios have produced. The film makes no pretensions to sophistication or depth. It is clowning plus 

clowning plus clowning, but it is good clowning. In fact if the laughter at the world premiere can be taken as a guide, 

George Wallace and John Dobbie have succeeded in being more consistently funny from an Australian audience's point 

of view than Laurel and Hardy, who probably are more famous" (BC: 21 Aug. 1939, 4). Both Cinesound films made a 

profit for the company and were released in England, with Wallace also generally garnering positive reviews in that 

country for his performances.  

When not required in a film production Wallace continued to tour his live shows, mostly on the Tivoli circuit. In 

1932, however, he briefly toured under Frank Neil's direction in a musical comedy revue troupe. Among the 

productions staged were Sunny Days, Hello Happiness, Pleasure Bound and Whoopee Nights. In reviewing the 

opening night of the four-week Brisbane season (Regent Theatre, beginning 22 Oct.), the Brisbane Courier critic 

describes the show, Pleasure Bound, as the "acme of delightful entertainment." The review further records: "Artistic 

settings featuring a bevy of beautiful showgirls and charming ballet numbers, clever adagio and eccentric dances, 

sparkling songs and a plentiful supply of comedy skits were included in an appetising bill of fare… George Wallace 

appeared in many amusing skits in association with Marshall Crosby, Maurice Diamond, Billy Maloney and Arthur 

Clarke, and also presented specialty numbers characterised by droll buffoonery, the audience clamouring its delight" 

(24 Oct. 1932, 17). 

During World War Two, Wallace teamed up with English singer/comedian Jenny Howard, possibly the first time 

he'd partnered a woman in a comedy duo since his first wife. Then at the height of her fame, Howard was brought back 

to Australia for a ten week tour by Tivoli director, Wallace Parnell (she had first toured the country back in the 1920s). 

Howard's appeal lay largely in her ability to switch back and forwards from sentimental songs to broad farce - with both 

managing to bring tears to eyes of many a patron. Touring under the title, The Crazy Show, Wallace and Howard 

headlined a troupe that also included Bob Dyer and Gloria Dawn (then aged only 12). It was during the war, too, that he 

wrote his most famous and best-remembered song, "A Brown Slouch Hat." According to Billy Maloney the song earned 

him more than £1,500 in royalties "in the days when APRA [Australian Performing Rights Association] were not half 

so active as they are today" (41). 
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Wallace's last two film appearances were in The Rats of Tobruk (1944), which saw him cast in the role of a comic 

barber, and Wherever She Goes (1951), a film biography celebrated Australian pianist Eileen Joyce. Wallace was given 

the small part of a flustered stage manager. According to Billy Maloney there had been talk in the 1930s of the 

comedian being offered a Hollywood contract, but after his British experience he realised that he was far too Australian 

to appeal to American tastes (39). In 1949 he made the switch to radio, starting up his own radio show on the Macquarie 

Network. Titled The George Wallace Road Show, the programme was based around the character "Wallaby Wallace," 

a local identity in the town of Bullamakanka. Jacqueline Kent cites a 1949 interview with the comedian in which he 

admits that he found it difficult during the early stages to adapt his comedic techniques to radio. "The hardest thing," 

said Wallace "is keeping my voice down. After years on the stage where you have to raise your voice to make a point, I 

found in radio that this only made the mike blast, and it took me a long time to break the habit of wanting to shout at it" 

(24). Kent goes on to note that the comedian eventually emerged triumphant as a radio star, even though his shows 

differed from the typical programmes made by the Colgate Unit. Although still performed live in front of a studio 

audience, Wallace (unlike Roy Rene) didn't have a particular set of catchphrases, and neither did the characters have 

any immediately recognisable characteristics (funny voices or mannerisms etc). "They spoke standard (though stage 

rural) Australian," writes Kent, "and the humour depended on fast gags rather than vaudeville-style routines. Thought 

the humour of the Wallace shows stands up better [than most of its contemporaries] the characters did not have the 

same kind of familiarity as did the people living in and around [Rene's] McCackie Mansion (24). 

Wallace continued to tour as a variety artist throughout the 1950s. Among his final appearances before retiring 

were: Pin-up Parade (1955), with Diana Del, Barry Rugless and Peter Madigan (Theatre Royal, Bris; 19 Mar.); and 

The Good Old Days, which toured in 1957 for J. C. Williamsons. That company included fellow variety veterans Jim 

Gerald, Queenie Paul, Maurice Barling, former partner Jenny Howard, and Maurice Colleano. In late 1958 Wallace also 

followed his son's 22 month season at the Brisbane Tivoli Theatre, with a five week engagement beginning 26 

December. Wallace headlined a show which also included the "Queen of striptease," Carmelita, and her fellow 

striptease artists 'The 6 Undraped Nudes' (for the first week of 1959 the Tivoli management advertised the programme 

as billed as "George Wallace... Happy Nude Year"). The following year Wallace finally succumbed to the heart trouble 

that had plagued him for several years and passed away in his sleep at his home in Doncaster Avenue, Kensington 

(Sydney) aged 66.  

In a two page feature on Wallace following his death the Sydney Morning Herald described him as "a scallywag 

(you couldn't print half the stories)" and a "100 percent Australian with a heart of gold" (23 Oct. 1960, 57).  Billy 

Moloney further records that he was the most versatile of all his peers. "He was a wonderful ad lib comic, he could 

write his own songs, he painted the scenery, did lightning sketches on stage, played piano and saxophone, was an 

acrobatic dancer (I'll never forget that wonderful ear-slide he did at least once every performance) and his gravel voice 

could easily be heard in the last row without any of your modern amplification" Of his act Moloney goes on to note: 
 

His female creations "Sophie the Sort" and "Sophie the Busgirl" rank with another famous comedian's 

impersonation - Don Nicols' "Girl Guide." In recent years "Sophie" was George's most successful act, a hilarious 

interlude built around a passenger's attempt to take his Alsatian dog on the bus. Finally Sophie told him that the 

only way he could get on the bus would be to do with the dog what he told Sophie to do with the bus. It was 

George's nearest approach to a blue gag, but he told it with such whimsicality and finesse that it would have gone 

over well at a church social. Who will forget his famous description of Pavlova's 'Dying Swan.' 'A joker rushed 

up a lane and shot a drake!" explained George (38). 
 

Charles Norman provides further insights in Wallace, recalling his time with the comedian's revusical company 

(although he gives no indication of when this occurred): 
 

There was one revue that George put together with a country atmosphere. We were sort of bushwhackers. There 

were barn dances and celebrations and songs and dances with a hillbilly twang. I think he called this little turkey 

'Split Log Junction.' This was the first show in which he put together the 'little girl double act' 'Stinker and 

Sunbeam, Recitin' Singin' and Dancin'." With the art of wearing comedy clothes his appearance was a riot before 

he spoke - a wig of long blond curls with an awful bow on top, and the ballet skirt, with one-up and one-down 

pants. With his mellow style of comedy he did what he wanted to with an audience. He was the most popular of 

the comedians with the American troops. In this country revue I was the one that had outgrown the town. I was 

commencing to look beyond the haystacks. At last the time arrived. I'm off! George wrote me a fine little song. I 

still have it. All the cast were on stage at the Junction (a small cut out of the end of a carriage). I was dressed in a 

straw hat with vivid coloured socks. Battered suitcase in one hand, I sang: 
     

I'm gonna leave this old home town of mine, 

    I'm goin' to where the bright lights shine, 

I wanna see a cabaret where they turn night into day, 

   I wanna see all the girls with their beautiful curls, 

   I wanna dance and sway and do the shimmy, 

   I wanna dress myself up like a lord, 

I'm gonna buy myself a T-Model Ford, 

And when I get back with my fortune made, 

All the other fellers will be right in the shade. 

I'm gonna leave this old home town of mine!  

(108-09) 
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Numerous tributes to George Wallace's generosity and professionalism have been published over the years, 

with the overwhelming consensus being that he was as well-liked by his industry peers as he was by his adoring 

public. Theatrical agent, Ted James, recalls his time as a second comedian working on stage with Wallace the star: 

"He was on stage for my act and he could have easily stolen it from me, even the flick of an eyebrow would have 

been enough. But he didn't. He didn't even move a muscle. He just waited there, deadpan, while I got the applause 

and the laughs... He was a lovable bloke. Never ruthless. Perhaps he helped more struggling performers than 

anyone else in show business. Brody Mack confirms this by recalling one of Wallace's many attempts to give 

"some deadbeat actor a part in his show" "'What can he do? What's his specialty? [I asked].' 'Crowd scenes,' 

George replied. 'Good heavens.' I said, 'you only have 20 in your company, what do you want with crowd scenes.' 

George was quick on the comeback. 'Put him with me,' he winked, 'and he can be the idle of the crowd' (ibid, 57). 

By all accounts, too, Wallace was a scallywag who love to socialise and party, but was equally comfortable being 

alone at home, especially with his love of painting. Ted James further recalls one time in Western Australia when 

the company decided to have a barbeque. "George went out and barbequed statutes in the park - he built fires 

around them" (ibid, 57, 82).    

As one of Australia's greatest ever comedians and vaudeville stars, George Wallace's legacy lays in his 

versatility, his instinctive (often ad-libbed) style of delivery, his affinity with the audiences of his day, and the 

amazing levels of physicality he infused into his comedy routines - an ability he shared with fellow-revusical star, 

Jim Gerald. Wallace could turn his hand at most things required of a variety performer. Aside from acrobatics, he 

was a talented musician (notably the piano, guitar and saxophone), he was renowned as sketch artist and painter, 

he wrote both the scripts and many of the songs for his productions, and he could dance and sing. Billy Moloney 

recalls the wonderfully acrobatic ear-slide that Wallace would regularly perform during one of his dance routines, 

and the gravely voice that could easily be heard in the last row without the benefit of microphones (38). It is as a 

comedian, however, that Wallace is mostly remembered, and in this respect much of his humour was drawn from 

the simple things in life. "He often played the hen-pecked husband whose wife berates him for his lack of 

responsibility" (Bard, 75). He also had an ingenious way of telling  a tale - whether it be about Stanley the Bull, 

the Prodigal Son, the saga of aboriginal girl, Lily Quilt, and even popular favourites like an "under the weather" 

husband returning home at three in the morning. In such scenes Wallace's ability to exaggerate the falling down-

drunk (often by falling down numerous times) kept audiences in stitches for years. While two of his greatest 

vaudeville creations were Oncus and the terribly refined bus conductress Sophie the Sort, he also invented other 

memorable characters like the Annie, the pride of the mob, the Drongo from the Congo, Fanny Shovelbottom's 

Friend, Officer Dreadnaught (Harmony Row), Dangerous Dan (Dangerous Dan), Prairie Pete (At the 

Crossroads), Nelson, the pride of the navy (Off Honolulu) and Tommy Dodds (His Royal Highness).  
 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS:   
MULLIGAN'S MIXUP [revusical]  Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1921);  TWO DAYS OUT  [revusical]  Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] 

(1921);   IN A  BALLROOM   [revusical]  Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1922);  OVER THE HILLS, TALLY HO: [revusical] Txt. George 

Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1922);  A DANCING DELIRIUM  [revusical]  Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1924);  SOME NIGHT  [revusical]  Txt. 
George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1924);   ALPINE ANTICS  [revusical]  Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1924);   THE PICKLED PORTER  

[revusical]  Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1924); OFF HONOLULU  (aka S. S. SUNSHINE) [revusical] Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] 

(1924);  HARMONY ROW [revusical] Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1924); THE OOJAH BIRD (aka HAREM SCAREM) [revusical] Txt. 
George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1924); AT THE CROSS ROADS [revusical] Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e]  (1924); LADS OF THE VILLAGE 

(aka THE VILLAGE LADS / BOYS OF THE VILLAGE / MR MULLIGAN, MILLIONAIRE) [revusical] Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1924);  

MIDNIGHT REVELS [revusical] Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1924);  DANGEROUS DAN [revusical] Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] 
(1925);  ATHLETIC FROLICS  [revusical] Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1925);  MONEY AND MATRIMONY [revusical] Txt. George 

Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1925);  THE SPARKLERS [revusical] Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1925);  RISING TIDES [revusical] Txt. George 

Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1926);  NIGHT LIGHTS [revusical] Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1926);  HAPPY MOMENTS [revusical] Txt. George 
Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1926);  SCRAMBLED FUN [revusical] Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1926);  HIS ROYAL HIGHNESS [revusical] Txt. 

George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1927);  MARRIED BLISS-TERS [revusical] Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1928);  BALD HEADS [revusical] Txt. 

George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1928);  ME AND MY GIRL [revusical] Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1929); S. S. SUNSHINE [revusical] Txt. 
George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1930); COLLITS' INN  Lib. T. Stuart Gurr; Add Lib. George Wallace; Mus. Varney Monk; Add Mus. Harry Jacobs; 

Add Lyr. Charles Zwar and Jock McLeod (1933). OH WHAT A NIGHT  [revusical] Txt. George Wallace; Mus. [n/e] (1933). 
 
SONGS WRITTEN BY GEORGE WALLACE: 

The following list should be considered very imcomplete. (Although years provided indicate the earliest established performance, it is likely that in 

many instances these songs were performed earlier) 
"I'm Only a Policeman" - Harmony Row (1924); "Hula Lou" - Lads of the Village (1924); "Ethel" - The Oojah Bird (1925); "Maggie" - Midnight 

Revels (1925); "The Trumpeter"and "The Porter" - The Pickled Porter (1925); "Sally the Slavy"- At the Crossroads (1926); "Archie and Bertie"- 

The Picked Porter (1928); "A Brown Slouch Hat" (1942); "There's a Boy of Mine" (1944); "Big Brother" (c 1945);  "Roaming" (c 1940s); "They'll 

Shine Again (c 1940s). 

 

NB: George Wallace's Music and Song Annual was also published by Joe Slater in the 1940s.  
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WILL WHITBURN 
 

Comic, endman, farce writer, singer, horse trainer and breeder. Born in Melbourne ca.1863, Will 
Whitburn built a reputation in Australia during the 1890s and early 1900s as one of the country's 
most popular blackface minstrel comics - in the same league as Charles Fanning. Only W. Horace 

Bent could be said to have made a more significant contribution to the local industry. Remembered 
now largely for his long association with Harry Rickards, Whitburn spent more than five years with 
Frank M. Clark (ca. 1885 -1990) before moving on to work with J. Billin's US Minstrel and Specialty 
Co (1890-1892) and the Cogill Brothers (ca. 1892-1893). Between the mid-1890s and 1907, however, 

Whitburn worked almost exclusively for Rickards, with much of this time being spent in Melbourne. 
That he was one of the very few Australian-based minstrel performers able to establish his career in 
one city over an extended period of time indicates that his versatility as a comic and entertainer 
should be considered extraordinary. As a performer Whitburn was a specialist cornerman in the first 

part of the minstrel show and in the second part entertained as an eccentric 'coon' impersonator, 
delivering comedy routines and lectures (aka 'stump speeches'), songs and dialect characterisations. 
During the late 1880s and early 1890s he also affected a larrikin-type persona on the stage, taking 
advantage of the upsurge in interest from the expanding middle-class demographic in this largely 

blue-collar social type. Whitburn's forte was a specialty act which saw him narrative a comic story 
while changing the letter "n" in words to an "l." Another classic routine which he performed regularly 
over the years was a burlesque railway porter sketch. Whitburn's physical appearance also 
distinguished him from his peers in that he was the only high-profile blackface comedian to have a 

moustache. Some of his biggest song successes were the larrikin-inspired numbers written for him 
by Lance Lenton, including "The Larrikin Hop" and "Woolloomooloo." Away from the theatre 
Whitburn's great passion was for horses. A more than proficient jockey during his younger years, he 
turned to training and breeding trotters following his retirement from the variety industry (ca. 1907). 

He did, however, occasionally return to the stage, with one of his final feature appearances occurring 
a few years before his death in 1928. Aside from his solo comedic work, Whitburn is known to have 
written several minstrel farces - including A Dreadful Tragedy (1885), The Bushrangers and The 
Coachmen (both 1888), Justice Outdone and The Twins (both 1892). He also appeared in many other 

farces and burlesquers, along with the occasional pantomime.  
 

 Little is yet known of Will Whitburn's early life and career. The earliest recorded stage appearance found to date 

was for a 5 September 1885 appearance on the bill of the People's Concert (Temperance Hall, Melb) where he presented 

his own "stump speeches." The following year, aged 23, he was performing as an endman with Frank M. Clark's Silk 

Stockings Company at Melbourne's Victoria Hall. This association was to last up until 1890. One of his early turns saw 

him render the song, "Babbling Brook," and appear in the burlesque, Unemployed Mashers (21 Aug.). Among the 

troupe at this stage were George A. Jones and James R. Walsh and William J. King (known professionally as Walsh and 

King).  In 1888 Clark had converted his Silk Stockings troupe into the All Star Combination, and during the year 

Whitburn appeared in some of the company's classic farce and burlesque productions. The more notable productions 

were: Boozed, with Whitburn as Gee-A-Way the neglected wife of Cop-Out, played in turn by Johnny Gilmore 

(Victoria Hall, Melb, 25 Feb.); The Spoonish Stoodents - aka The Spanish Students (Victoria Hall, 6 Oct.); and The 

Bushrangers (School of Arts, Syd, 22 Dec.), which Whitburn is believed to have written himself. Indeed, by this period 

of his career Whitburn had begun to build a reputation as writer of farces through such works as The Coachman 

(Victoria Hall, 2 Jan.) and A Dreadful Tragedy (A of Music, Syd, 13 July). Although it is likely that many of the farces 

he appeared in during his career were his own creation, only a few have been clearly identified as his. Sometime around 

mid-1889 Clark's European Celebrities opened a season at the Academy of Music (Syd), with the company's headline 

acts by now comprising Whitburn, Slade Murray, Amy Rowe and Clara Spencer (later of Lawton and Spencer). One of 

the highlights of the year was Clark's A Hot Night in Balmain, which saw Whitburn cast in the lead role (20 July). 

While it has not been determined when he actually ended his association with Clark it was likely to have occurred 

following the conclusion of the Boston Ideal Company's season at Brisbane's Theatre Royal in May 1890. By the end 

that month Whitburn was back in Melbourne under engagement to J. Billin at the Victoria Hall. Billin's company, 

operating mostly under name US Minstrels and Specialty Company (but also at one stage as the Metropolitan 

Representative Company), included a number of local performers regarded as being among the most popular and 

influential of the era, including W. Horace Bent, Alf Holland, John Fuller, Amy Rowe, the Leopold Brothers, Georgie 

Devoe (later the wife of Charlie Fanning) and Fred Davys.
83

 Whitburn made regular appearances in the farces and 

burlesques staged by the company over the next two years, many of which were written, adapted or directed by Horace 

Bent. These included: On Strike, Koch's Consumption Cure, Under the Gaslight, Robbery under Arms, The Art 

Student, Eva-Angeline, Federation and In a Fog (see Appendix C for details).  

                                                           
83  As with Will Whitburn, Georgie Devoe and Fred Davys also worked for Harry Rickards for many years 



 

 872 

 

 

After ending his two year association with the US Minstrels around mid-1892, Will Whitburn signed on with the 

Cogill Brothers, moving from the Victoria Hall to St George's Hall. As with his previous engagements he worked as an 

endman (Mr Tambo) in the first part minstrel show and then presented his speciality comedy turn while often appearing 

in the afterpiece (farce) or concluding burlesque. Within a few weeks of joining the troupe Whitburn was presenting his 

own farces, including the popular Justice Outdone (27 Aug.). For the week beginning 15 October he wrote and starred 

in the first part finale, "Crush" and appeared in the farce, The Two Tailors. An Age advertisement published in 

December, which refers to Whitburn as "the original impersonator of a Collingwood larrikin," records that he was still 

required to perform "The Larrikin Hop" and "Woolloomooloo" such was their popularity (10 Dec. 1892, n. pag.).    

          It is clear that Whitburn's career up until 1892 had 

been steadily increasing in popularity, but it was to be the 

next few years that proved to be his most successful, and 

certainly his most influential. Arguably the most important 

factor in his elevation to the top of the Australian variety 

industry beginning around 1892 was his portrayal of the 

larrikin. Although he had been performing larrikin-inspired 

songs while on Frank Clark's payroll, it was not until he had 

fully developed the larrikin's characteristics that he garnered 

the level of popularity that turned him into one of the 

country's leading comedians. Much of this success, too, can 

be put down to the influence of writer/songwriter, Lance 

Lenton, who is known to have written two of his most 

successful larrikin sings - "The Larrikin's Hop" and 

"Woolloomooloo," (a parody of "Killaloe"). Interestingly, 

while "The Larrikin's Hop" become a hit for Whitburn in 

1894, a Bulletin critic writing in 1892 indicates that the song 

had actually been written for him in 1885 (24 Dec. 1892, 8). 

That it took so long for Whitburn to find success with his 

larrikin-inspired act was likely a combination of several 

factors. Certainly the larrikin's emergence on the variety 

stage during the early 1890s as a specific "Australian type" 

was very much a response to the interest shown by the 

middleclass audience at that time.  Although many within 

that demographic were distanced from direct contact with 

the underclass larrikin element they were nevertheless well 

aware of the nefarious activities of larrikin gangs. Support 

for this assessment comes from the fact that Harry Rickards' 

featured larrikin acts at his theatres during the early to mid-

1890s in response to the interest shown by his largely 

middle to-upper middle class audience, but eventually 

deleted them almost entirely from his programs because the 

low-comedy elements were very at odds with his desire for 

sophisticated entertainment. It is also possible that 

Whitburn's  early  attempts  at  delineating the larrikin  were 

 

 
 

Will Whitburn (in blackface) 
Theatre Jan. 1913, 31. 

(Courtesy of the Fryer Library, U of Qld) 

resisted by the blue-collar/ working-class element (which comprised variety's biggest demographic), because many of 

those people attending the less reputable city or suburban variety houses would have been part of, or at least 

sympathetic to, the larrikin subculture. As the variety stage larrikin tended to be more comical and toned-down, a kind 

of urban anti-hero built along London coster lines, Whitburn would have been required to find the middle ground 

between entertaining his audience and not demeaning or offending them. While there are signs that Whitburn was 

becoming "thoroughly at home as a larrikin" as early as 1890 (LOR: 4 Oct. 1890, 6), it was not until around 1892 that 

he began to attract the sort of attention that saw him elevated to the top of the industry. Indeed, the Bulletin went so far 

as to suggest that it was the authenticity of Whitburn's material that set him apart from a number of "imported artists 

who had recently been presenting a coster-type larrikin act" (24 Dec. 1892, 8). An earlier issue of the magazine 

provides additional insight when its variety critic writes: "Will Whitburn takes the shine out of Lonnen's larrikin song… 

being indigenous to the soil and having considered the lilies of the 'push' how they grow, from his youth upwards" (10 

Dec. 1892, 9). While larrikin-inspired acts and songs largely disappeared from Rickards' shows by the time Whitburn 

first appeared on the circuit his on-stage persona still retained a good deal of the larrikin characteristics and in this 

respect remained central to his trademark delivery.  

It is not yet clear how long Will Whitburn remained with the Cogills, or when he started with Harry Rickards, 

although this may well have been as early as 1894. Research shows that he was on Rickards bill at the Opera House 

(Melb) from the beginning of January 1896, which suggests that he had been with the company from at least late 1895. 

His long connection with Rickards' Melbourne operations is quite unusual for the period, with few variety artists able to 

dictate such contracts - which further indicates his high position in the Australian variety industry. Although Whitburn 

had good reason to remain in Melbourne as much as possible due to his commitments as a horse breeder and trainer, his 

decision not to spend more time in Sydney was due largely to the fact that his brand of humour did not go over with 
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that city's audiences until later in his career. In reporting on Whitburn's return to the stage in late 1912 after a five year 

lay-off, the Theatre magazine's variety critic writes: "One of the strangest phases of Will Whitburn as a comedian in the 

old days was that Sydney audiences never seemed to appreciate his humour as they did in Melbourne. The appreciation 

which he is now meeting at the Tivoli, however, shows that the Sydney audience of to-day differs from that of 10 years 

ago. Whitburn is one of the most original comedians Australia has ever produced" (Dec. 1912, 11).   

It appears that Will Whitburn was contracted to Harry Rickards on an almost exclusive basis up until sometime 

around 1907, with most of this time being spent in Melbourne - first at the Opera House and later at the Bijou. His  

position in the company throughout his association with Rickards was essentially the same as Charlie Pope and Irving 

Sayles - the two African-American comics whose careers were also long associated with the Tivoli organisation.  

Indeed, the 1912 Theatre article describes the comedian as the "idol of Melbourne audiences [whose] jokes never 

seemed to grow stale, though they were often hoary with age" (ibid, 11). Among the Australian performers who 

appeared on the same bill with Whitburn during his Tivoli years were Fred Leslie, Charlie Fanning and Georgie Devoe, 

Harry Shine, McKisson and Kearns and Ida Rosslyn (aka Ida Tauchert, aka Mrs Jack Kearns). Although primarily a 

solo act, Whitburn did occasionally appear in ensemble turns and even pantomime. He made a cameo appearance, for 

example, in Rickards' 1898 pantomime Jack the Giant Killer (Bijou Theatre, Melb), taking up his role on 26 February 

as a later edition feature act. The previous year, too, he was one of Rickards' artists to feature at a benefit for the 

Distressed Actors' Fund (Princess Theatre, Melb, 27 Mar.). Among the stellar company for that night were J. C. 

Williamson, Bland Holt, Julius Knight, J. B. Atholwood, John Cosgrove, Percy Kehoe and veteran actor, Olly Deering. 

During his last seven or eight years with Harry Rickards, Will Whitburn, along with veterans like Charles Cogill, 

Arthur Elliott and Tom Edwards, helped influence and develop the talents of many local comedians whose careers 

would be carried out in the post-WWI revusical era, including Gus Franks, Les Warton, Fred Bluett, the Driscoll 

Brothers and Ward Lear.  Sometime in 1907 Whitburn retired to his 25 acre property "Murrumbeena," situated near 

Notting Hill, beyond Oakleigh on the outskirts of Melbourne. The house is said to have formerly belonged to the late 

Auditor General, J. V. Bagge (B: 5 Sept. 1907, 9). His equestrian interests were by this stage mostly in the breeding and 

training of trotters.  This passion for horses is said to have dated back to his youth when he toyed with a career in the 

trotting industry, and one report even records that as a driver he not only stood just as much ahead of his rivals as he did 

as a comedian, but that during his racing career "accumulated large amounts of money." It also appears that Whitburn's 

decision to leave the variety industry was due to the clash between matinee performances and trotting meetings. (TT: 

Dec. 1912, 11) 

Following his come-back engagement on Hugh D. McIntosh's Tivoli circuit in late 1912 Whitburn returned to his 

trotting interests in Melbourne (ARG: 16 Dec. 1912, 11). He made at least one other appearance on the stage, sometime 

around the mid-1920s, taking on a leading role in a novelty show, Ye Olde Nigger Minstrels. A few years later, on 29 

July 1928, he died at his Melbourne property aged 65 years. In reporting his death, Everyone's noted that it was 

Whitburn's ability to work along entirely different lines of comedy from his contemporaries that made him stand out 

and above the rest (8 Aug. 1928, 49). 
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FRANK  YORK 
 

Endman, comic, eccentric dancer, entrepreneur. Born ca.1860, Frank H. York was largely based in 
Sydney during his early career, playing seasons with F. E. Hiscocks' Federal Minstrels, Cottiers' 

People's Concerts, H. Florack's Federal Minstrels and Dan Tracey. He also appeared in Lance 
Lenton's 1887 pantomime, Dick Whittington and His Cat (produced by Alfred Dampier). Following an 

early attempt at management, in collaboration with Harry Carroll (1888), York joined forces with 
George A. Jones to establish the Empire Minstrels (ca. 1894-95). His long association with Harry 

Rickards is believed to have begun in 1897, and lasted until at least 1909, with occasional 
engagements with other companies during that time. His last known appearance on the variety stage 
was under James Brennan's management at the National Amphitheatre (Syd) in 1910. During his 
long career York worked alongside most of the leading Australian-based performers, including W. 

Horace Bent, Beaumont Read, Sam Keenan, Harry Leston, Wal Cottier, Harry Clay, Pope and Sayles, 
Jack Kearns, Charles Fanning, Percy St John, Ted Holland, James Craydon, Martyn Hagan, Billy 
Speed, and Roy Rene. York died in 1915, following several years of ill health. 

 

 In reporting the death of Frank York in late 1915, Australian Variety records that he been a prominent endman 

and comedian twenty years ago, and that his big asset was a wonderfully strong voice. "Never a very humorous 

comedian," notes the writer, he was nevertheless "most successful in his boisterous line of work and was a great 

favourite with audiences. Like McKisson and Kearns, the late Irving Sayles, [and] Billy Whitburn… [he] was one of the 
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stock cornermen on the Rickards' circuit for many years. Personally he was a very unobtrusive and kindly-intentioned 

fellow and had made a host of friends" (15 Dec. 1915, n. pag.)
 84

. Roy Rene's affectionate recall of York provides some 

additional insight into the esteem in which he was held by his peers: 
 

When I was first working, even revues were unknown… It was doing the farce that taught me how to walk and talk 

on a stage.  It gave you confidence when you were told by the producer to come on and do a couple of lines. Working 

with Frank York, a great producer, or Ted Tutty, they'd just come to you and say, "look, I want you to go on in the 

afterpiece, you just come on and say so-and-so, now don't forget where you are supposed to do it." I'd think I was 

getting to be a big man when I got a chance like that. You'd get a lot of help, too, because Frank would say "Now 

don't do it like that, do it so-and-so." To tell you the truth that was [how] I learnt timing… Old performers were 

always ready to come to you at the end of a show and say, "Listen, son, I wouldn't do that, I'd do it this way," and 

then if you listened to them you'd learn a great deal. They always built you up when you did your turn because their 

clapping on stage would help get the audience into the proper mood…. I was only a very young performer at that 

time (52-5). 
 

 Frank York's first known appearance on the variety stage was in July 1884, when he was engaged by the 

management of the New Masonic Hall in Castlereagh Street, Sydney. It is likely, though, that he had been performing 

for some time prior to this because by the end of the year he was with Hiscocks Federal Minstrels at the Academy of 

Arts (Syd), appearing alongside such local luminaries as Horace Bent, Sam Keenan, Lou Brahm, Beaumont Read and J. 

S. Porter (also with the company at this time were Delohery, Craydon and Holland, who later went on to fame as the 

country's most popular dance trio). Among the earliest productions York and Craydon were cast in was Bent's "black 

pantomime" Harlequin Black Bluebeard; Or, The Merry Muscleman's Mother-in-Law (26 Dec. 1884). While it is not 

known how long York remained with Hiscocks' company, it is likely that the engagement was for a short time. By 

August 1885 he was on the bill of the Cottiers People's Concerts (Protestant Hall, Syd). The following year he appeared 

in Lance Lenton's Christmas pantomime, Dick Whittington and His Cat, A Pantomime with Pur-Puss. Presented by 

Alfred Dampier and J. Grant at the Royal Standard between Boxing Day and late January 1887, the company included 

Harry Leston, Harry Quealy, Charles Bovis, and Walter, Harry and Ernest Cottier. During the remainder of 1886 York 

found employment with several Sydney-based companies. As a member of Alf Lawton's troupe at the Academy of 

Music, Sydney (ca. June) he teamed up with James Craydon to present a specialty dance act described as 

"Clogographicalities" (SMH: 4 June 1887, 2). A few months later he was at the Royal Aquarium and Pleasure Grounds 

(Bondi) and in December he returned to play the People's Concerts at the Protestant Hall, although these were no longer 

being managed by the Cottiers. He is known to have appeared on their bills around April/May the following year.  

 1888 saw Frank York branch out, possibly for the first time, into management. With "double-voiced specialist, 

Harry Carroll, who had worked with York at the People's Concerts in April (along with Harry Clay and Rock Phillips), 

York put together a company that included Master Harry Quealy, Ida Murray and Charlie Horton. Known as Carroll 

and York's Minstrel and Variety Combination, the troupe was engaged to provide the entertainment at the Protestant 

Hall by the venue's management (26 May). Although only a temporary partnership, the experience did not deter York as 

was to spend much of the next decade managing his own companies, sometimes in collaboration with other performers. 

One of the highlights of 1888, however, was his Grand Opening engagement at the New Haymarket Music Hall, then 

being managed by George Barr. As one of the tambo endmen, in a double minstrel format, York appeared opposite 

Charlie Fanning (bones), with Martyn Hagan serving as interlocutor. His specialty appearance was in a partnership with 

Jimmy Clunes - who as York and Clunes were billed as "the Australian pair in their song and dance" (SMH: 20 Oct. 

1888, 2). A month later he was back at the Protestant Hall, appearing with Harry Carroll, Harry Clay, Charles Fanning 

and George Turner under the venue's new management (SMH: 17 Nov. 1888, 2).  

 Much of Frank York's whereabouts over the next few years are unclear, with only a few engagements having been 

located at this stage - these being H. Florack's Federal Minstrels (Haymarket Theatre) around March 1889; the Bondi 

Aquarium, ca. February 1890; and Charles Fanning's Concert Party at the Protestant Hall from 22 December 1890. With 

the latter company he was again presenting a popular song and dance turn with Jimmy Clunes. In 1891 York's services 

were secured by Dan Tracey, possibly his highest profile engagement to that date. Other principle artists engaged by 

Tracey during York's time with the company included Percy St John, Martyn Hagan, Lucy Fraser, Alf M. Hazlewood, J. 

S. Whitworth and the Sherwood Sisters. Along with his solo comic song and dance turns, and occasional appearances 

with Jimmy Clunes (20 Feb. 1892), York frequently appeared in burlesques, including Percy St John's works Black-

Eyed Susan, Cinderella and Faust Up to Date (1891), and Fra Diavlo (1892).  He remained with Tracey's company 

until around mid-1892, working at both School of Arts (Syd)) and Melbourne's Gaiety Theatre. York's late 1892/early 

1893 engagement with Ralph Walshe's Novelty Company Queensland touring party (which saw him again working 

alongside Harry Clay), was cut short in January when much of the city was forced to shut down due to extensive 

flooding. York soon afterwards joined the Empire Minstrel and Specialty Company in Toowoomba and undertook a 

north Queensland tour with the troupe until sometime around July. Upon returning to Sydney he accepted an 

engagement at the Royal Standard Theatre with a company known as the Elite Minstrels and Variety Combination (ca. 

July/Aug.), and in October appeared with a company then playing the Alhambra Theatre.  

 In 1894 York teamed up with high profile performer, George A Jones (ex-Frank M. Clark/Cogill Bros and Dan 

Tracey) to form York and Jones' Empire Minstrels. Their first known engagement was in Brisbane at the Gaiety Theatre 

                                                           
84      York's suname is also often spelt Yorke. While it has not yet been established which is correct, this bibliography uses the spelling attributed in 

advertising for his shows during the 1890s. Also, the 1915 Australian Variety obituary claims that York was 45 years old when he died, which would 

mean that he was only 15 years of age when he joined Hiscocks' Federal Minstrels as a specialty act - an unlikely engagement for someone so young.  
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(9 Nov.), which lasted into January 1895, and was followed by a Queensland regional tour before the company returned 

to Brisbane for another six weeks season.  The troupe included a number of seasoned artists, notably Tom Edwards, 

Gus Franks, Jake Friedman, Will Wallace, Charles and Will Bovis and Steve Adson. Mid-way through the return 

Brisbane season York and Jones effectively put together a new troupe, which the Brisbane Courier suggested was a 

sign of their "determination to maintain the freshness and liveliness of their variety entertainment" (15 Apr. 1895, 3). 

The final weeks of the season indeed saw the troupe enhanced by the arrival of the Perman Trio, J. C. Bain and 

baritone, Mr J. Bottger.  

 York and Jones' Empire Minstrels opened their Sydney account at the Opera House on 20 May 1895 with many of 

the artists from the Brisbane season still with the company.  Within a few weeks the theatre was renamed the Empire 

Theatre, and according to the Sydney Morning Herald the management transformed the theatre's stage, improving upon 

"any setting that had been arranged there for a long times past." Noting that the new company had made rapid strides in 

terms of securing the support of audiences, the same review further indicates that York and Jones had made additional 

changes since then to provide an even superior setting  (17 June 1895, 6). Notable new members over the next few 

months included Martyn Hagen and Lucy Fraser (c June), Delohery Craydon and Holland (c July) and W. H. Speed (c 

July). Neither Frank York nor George Jones were content to remain behind the scenes with their company, however, 

and were regularly accorded good reviews for their appearances. "After Mr Frank York had sung 'Keep a Knocking'," 

wrote one reviewer, "there were loud calls for "Can't Stop," and several other favourite songs which Mr York has 

popularised in Sydney. The artist's vocal organ is naturally so full of music that it would be interesting to hear him sing 

a ballad that would put his vocal powers to a better test" (SMH: 10 Aug. 1895, 7). York was also regularly featured in 

the company's farces and burlesques. The Empire Minstrels continued to be run by York and Jones until around mid-

September, when W. H. Speed and Thomas Delohery assumed control, continuing to use the name Empire Minstrels. It 

is not clear why York and Jones ended their association with the theatre or where they went. While no mention of either 

performer has been located in the immediate period following their departure from the Empire at this stage, it is 

possible that they continued their entrepreneurial activities in some other location.  

 1897 saw Frank York engaged as a performer with Fred Fordham's company at the Empire Palace (Melb) from 

early May.  In October that same year he made possibly the first of his appearances with Harry Rickards, with this 

engagement occurring at the Melbourne Opera House (23 Oct.). While his association with Rickards is believed to have 

involved regular, and often lengthy, engagements over the next 13 years, York also undertook occasional employment 

with other companies. These include an 1898 Queensland tour with the Continental Vaudeville Company, which saw 

him again working with Harry Clay. In between two Brisbane seasons (c Sep. and Nov.) the troupe visited a number of 

major regional centres throughout the state. The following year he was back in Brisbane, this time with Delohery, 

Craydon and Holland's Elite Variety Burlesque Company at the Theatre Royal (27 May). It was with Harry Rickards, 

however, that Frank York's career became largely associated in the minds of his contemporary Australian public. Over 

the years he worked alongside not only the leading Australian acts of the era, but also supported some of the biggest 

names in international variety - notably Little Tich and George Fuller Golden (both 1905). Among his Australian-based 

peers were Jack Kearns and Ida Rosslyn, Steve Adson, Fred Bluett and Irving Sayles and Charlie Pope.  

 In 1910 York appeared on the National Amphitheatre programme under the management of James Brennan (1 

Oct.). It is not known how long he stayed, although it is known that he was still performing there in September 1911.  

His engagement with the entrepreneur also included a season in Brisbane with the touring Brennan's Vaudeville players 

company. During this period he played a significant role in helping develop a number of emerging comedians, including 

Roy Rene. In Mo's Memoirs Rene recalls that York was employed by Brennan both as a performer and a producer (now 

referred to as a director), and taught him a great deal about being both an endman and a farce comedian.  

Although York's whereabouts are unclear from this point on, it appears that he began suffered some debilitating 

health problems around 1912 or 1913. Australian Variety notes in its 6 April 1914 issue that he had not enjoyed good 

health for some time, and was at that time seriously ill in Melbourne. He returned to Sydney sometime during the next 

year, and died there in December 1915.  
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