
BILLY EMERSON 
 

One of America’s greatest minstrel entertainers, Billy Emerson toured Australia three times during 

his career and made a significant impact on the local industry – particularly during his 1873/74 and 

1885/86 visits. He made his professional variety stage debut in 1857 as a child and later worked 

with several well-known companies on tours throughout the USA before establishing his own 

troupe in San Francisco. Emerson’s 1885 tour of Australia was perhaps the most significant in that 

he brought with him several artists who also played an important role in helping develop the local 

industry – notably the Cogill Brothers, Dan Tracey and Alf Holland. In raising the bar for variety 

entertainment in Australia, during a period in which the industry was undergoing nationwide 

expansion, Emerson effectively went head to head with several leading local entrepreneurs and 

helping create a period of intense industrial rivalry. He returned to America in 1886, but came 

back in the early 1890s with the Alabama Minstrels. Emerson continued to tour the USA with 

several important troupes until his death in 1902. 

 

One of America's most popular if not greatest minstrel showmen, Billy 

Emerson was not only a talented all-round performer but also a shrewd 

businessman. In his biography of one-time Emerson troupe member 

Eddie Foy, historian Armond Fields records Foy as saying: "His 

reputation as an endman, dancer, and singer - 'who will ever forget his 

beautiful, natural, rich, pathetic tenor voice' - earned him the honorific 

"the best minstrel that ever lived.' rarely discusses but universally 

acknowledged was his ability to organize and profitable operate a 

company made up of specialty artists" (44). 
 

1864-1874 
 

Born William Emerson Redmond in Belfast, Ireland on 4 July 1846, 

Emerson was brought to America as an infant and raised in Oswego, 

New York. In 1857, at eleven years of age, he joined Joe Sweeney's 

Washington-based minstrel company, then playing at Coombs Hall.  

Billed as William Redmond he featured as a jig dancer and ballad 

singer. 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. Between 1860 and 1863 he mostly 

worked as a solo performer in music hall before returning to minstrel 

entertainment. In 1864 he joined Roberts and Wilson's Minstrels in 

Washington, D.C., and apart from an engagement at the Varieties, New 

Orleans in 1866 was almost exclusively associated with minstrelsy.   

 

Source:  Washington State University Library 

Robert Cushman Butler Collection 

 

Between 1864 and ca. 1867 he was associated with Kunkell's Nightingale Minstrels, a troupe Emerson claims were at 

that time the oldest and best on the boards. What set him apart from his most of his contemporaries, and helped him 

establish his reputation was his pioneering style – which one writer describes as "the quiet and genteel song and 

dance." He followed that engagement with Newcomb and Arlington's Minstrels in Cincinnati, followed by seasons in 

several other  cities  (AMASC)
 1
. Emerson has claimed that "Newcombe's Minstrels" was the first US minstrel troupe 

to visit Germany, recalling in 1885 that the entertainment 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). 
 

Having returned to America in 1868, Emerson co-founded Emerson, Allen and Manning's Minstrel (ctd. "Captain 

Jinks"). When Johnny Allen left the company in St Louis the following year, Emerson and Billy Manning continued 

with Emerson and Manning's Minstrels. On 25 June that same year, while in Covington, Kentucky, Emerson married 

Maggie Homer, the woman who also became involved in his entrepreneurial endeavours over the coming years. 

Emerson and Manning's relationship, on the other hand, lasted only until late January 1870, their partnership 

dissolving while the company was ensconced in the Dearborn Street Theatre, Chicago.  A little over a week later 

                                                           
1  All citations abbreviated as AMSC: have been sourced from the "Billy Emerson" article held in American Minstrel Show Collection, 

Houghton Library (Harvard University). A copy is reproduced below. The AMSC collection holds more than a dozen Emerson-related items. 



Emerson founded his own company - Emerson's Minstrels - and after more than six months on the road opened at 

Thomas Maguire's Opera House, San Francisco on 23 November. In a letter to the Examiner shortly after Emerson's 

death, an unknown individual recalls this debut performance from his personal journal:  
 

On this "Billy Emerson first night" I find by the diary that the house 

was liberally packed with San Francisco's elite. Every seat in the dress 

circle was taken, and one party was compelled to take orchestra chairs, 

with many other ladies and gentlemen. Old theatre goers of the early 

'70s will appreciate the sacrifice made in this instance - as the dress 

circle was reserved for the aristocracy, while orchestra chairs usually 

occupied the plebeian. When the curtain rose upon the ebony crescent 

of minstrels that occupied the grand stage the applause was great, 

showing that San Francisco expected to be amused. Billy himself was 

the right "end" man, and his appearance was dazzling. A diamond 

stud, approaching an engine headlight in size and brilliancy, graced 

his immaculate shirt front, while a diamond ring, almost matchless for 

beauty and size of jewel, flashed from the little finger of his left 

hand… After some preliminary and characteristic "sparring" between 

the minstrels, Billy arose and began a song-dance the name of which I 

cannot remember, but a refrain of which was: "My name is Josephus 

Orange Blossom / I'm the gayest little darkey in the land." The 

quintessence of melody was in the song, and music never ascended 

rarer heights of sweetness than in the words "Orange Blossom." Those 

two words alone and the way he sang them would have made Emerson 

famous. Accompanying the chorus of the song was one of Billy's 

Emerson's dances, which were always the "poetry of motion" 

(AMSC). 

 
 

The San Francisco venture, supported financially by famed impresario, Thomas Maguire (when he was forced to 

undergo a period of bad business), saw Emerson reach the upper echelons of American minstrelsy celebrity. 

Emerson's minstrels quickly became the city's leading minstrel company, and remained so for more than a decade. 
 

A few months after opening at the Opera House Emerson relocated the 

company to the Alhambra Theatre, one of the two venues he was most 

associated with in that city (the other being the Standard).  Almost two 

years after making its debut in San Francisco, Emerson took a newly 

organised company (including some of the Alhambra minstrels) to open 

on the East Coast. Billed as McGuire's Minstrels, the new company 

debuted in New York on 11 November 1872 but was forced to close 

down after a week due to bad business. Emerson and Maguire returned to 

San  Francisco,  where  they  reinstalled  Emerson's  Minstrels  at  the  

Alhambra through until May 

1873. On the 12th of that 

month he and a small group 

of performers - M. Ainsley 

Scott, G. W. Rockefeller, 

Charles Boyd and W. 

Verner - left America to 

travel to the Antipodes.   
 

Golden Era (San Francisco) 15  

Jan (1871), 8.  
 

   Golden Era (San Francisco)  

        26 Mar. (1871), 8. 
 

On his arrival in Melbourne in July 1873 Emerson added to his party 

several performers then in that city - namely Charles Holly, W. H. 

Campbell and a Mr Buckley - and opened at St. George's Hall on 2 

August. Billed as Emerson's California Minstrels, the other troupe 

members included Charley Sutton, Thomas Campbell, Harry Kelly, 

Henry Ackland, A. Carroll and C. Wallace. 
2
  After the conclusion of  

                                                           
2  The company appears to have been joined briefly during the 1873 Sydney season by Nellie Morton (ca. November). 

 
 

  

 
 

 

 

 
 

Source: Washington State University Library, 

Robert Cushman Butler Collection 



his Melbourne engagement on 11 November Emerson took the company to Sydney, opening at the School of Arts four 

days later. As with Melbourne audiences the Sydney public took to the company immediately, and the season 

continued for several months. The company went on to play Adelaide (Theatre Royal) and several East Coast regional 

centres before giving “farewell” performances in Melbourne and Sydney. A few days after the Sydney season ended 

on 13 June 1874 Emerson returned to San Francisco. Some of the company decided to remain in the country, however, 

and shortly afterwards formed the United States (or U.S.) Minstrels. 
 

 

1875-1884 
 

After arriving back in San Francisco Emerson joined Thomas Maguire's company at the Alhambra. Over the 

remainder of the decade he toured extensively throughout the USA, largely with a newly constituted California 

Minstrels. George C. D. Odell, for example, records that the troupe was active in New York around 1877/78,
3
 with 

Emerson taking over the lease of the Olympic Theatre in New York City in January 1878. Together with manager  

Gus Phillips (Oofty  Gooft) he put on a season of  variety there with the California Minstrels and  special guests 

(among them George Leopold). The troupe at that time included Harry Armstrong, Charles Heywood, William Dwyer, 

J. R. Morris, James Macklin, Frank Wilson and Emerson himself (Odell, X, 443). Another of Emerson's troupes, the 

Megatharian Minstrels is also recorded as playing one season at Hooley's Theatre, Chicago around June 1879.  
 

  

 

 

 

 

Sometime after this Emerson became one of the principal comedians with [J. H.] Haverley's  Mastodon  Minstrel 

(reportedly at a salary of ₤100 per week).  The troupe at one stage undertook a tour of Great Britain and Europe, with 

one engagement, played at Her Majesty's Theatre, London, reportedly doing "splendid business for three months." 

Emerson also claims that "the Prince of Wales and his set [favoured] the show with their presence more than once" 

(OW: 9 Jan. 1886, 7). 
 

On its return to the US in early 1881, the Mastodons played a two week season at Haverley's Fourteenth Street Theatre 

in New York City beginning 14 March. One of their specialties was the farce "Ill-True-Di-Loony" with Emerson as 

Man-Wreak-Oh. Haverly, who had just taken over the management of Niblo's Garden Theatre (NYC), then engaged 

                                                           
3  Interestingly, Col. T. Allson Brown's Early History of Negro Minstrelsy makes no mention of Emerson's California Minstrels. 

Source: Macauley Theater Collection, 1873-1925 

Ekstrom Library, University of Louisville 



the troupe be the opening entertainment on 29 March. The huge ensemble's chief comedians, in addition to Emerson, 

were Billy Rice, Sam Devere and Harry Kennedy. Others of note included Frank Cushman, Tom Sadler, Charles 

Turner and Dan Emerson. In Annals of the New York Stage, George Odell cites references to two amusing features of 

the Mastodons entertainment – "Spanish Stujents" [sic] and "Four Claws Cirkuss" (XI, 59). According to an interview 

with Emerson published in the Otago Witness (New Zealand), he eventually returned to San Francisco to run the 

Standard Theatre with his wife for some three years. This is confirmed by the San Francisco Block by Block history 

website which records the venue as being called Emerson's Standard Theatre between 1882 and 1885.
4
  

 

 
 

Source: www.captainkazoo.com 
 

 

1885-1902 
 

Emerson returned to Australia in 1885, at which time the local industry was undergoing a period of massive 

expansion. Although his tour at this stage was relatively brief, possibly no longer that a year or so, Emerson's  

influence (and that of several members of his troupe) on the local industry was to be again 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).  
 

                                                           
4  San Francisco Block by Block (http://sfblockhistory.wikidot.com/). 



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). 
 

 

 
 

Bulletin 15 Aug. (1885), 22. 

During his time in Australia Emerson also played some solo 

engagements, making a notable appearance for example at Harry 

Rickards Tivoli Theatre (Syd) beginning 21 October 1893. His 

billing referred to him as "the prince of American Comedians" 

(SMH: 20 Oct. 1893, 2). 
 

After returning to America, Emerson continued to tour regularly 

from his San Francisco base until his death in Boston on 22 

February 1902. According to a report in the New York Times he 

died at Diman's Hotel, on Eliot Street from a complication 

brought on by consumption. He'd been in Boston for several 

months. He was survived by a widow in New York and a son 

from his first marriage. The Times also records that during the 

latter part of his career he'd received the highest salary ever paid 

to an individual performer in minstrelsy (23 Feb. 1902, n. pag.) 
 

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." Emerson's reputation and stage craft is also 

recalled by George Odell's in Annals of the New York Stage. In 

this he cites a reference to the comedian made by actor Francis 

Wilson (1854-1935) in his 1924 autobiography Life of Himself. 

"Wilson," writes Odell, "speaks glowingly of... Emerson as 'an 

exceedingly gifted player' with 'a genius for comedy:  
 

His hungry Jake, in a sketch of that name, was imbued with an earnestness and drollery not exceeded by any 

player in the legitimate drama. It was of a piece with the superb character acting of Luke Schoolcraft in Mrs 

Dittymus' party, or with the equally intense playing of Ben Cotton in similar negro sketches. Emerson also had a 

singing voice of unusual range, and danced with skill and in perfect rhythm. In such melodious songs as "The 

Big Sunflower" and "Nicodemus Johnson," he was captivating. To this day, the fast-thinning bands of minstrel 

admirers speak lovingly of Billy Emerson, in 1880 a star of Haverley's Mastodon Minstrels (ctd. XI, 60). 
 

 

SEE ALSO 
 

•  Emerson's California Minstrels    
 
 

 
 

Otago Witness (Dunedin, NZ) (1886), 7. 
 

 

http://ozvta.com/troupes-a-f/


HISTORICAL NOTES AND CORRECTIONS 
 

1. EMERSON, ALLEN and MANNING’S MINSTRELS:  Founded in New York in early June 1868, 

 Emerson, Allen and Manning's Minstrels made its debut at Williamsburg, Long Island. The initial line-up 

 comprised Emerson, Billy Manning (bones); Johnny Allen (tambo); Dr. J. Hanmer, E. S. Rosenthal, C.  Wheaton, 

 G. H. Clark, Edwin Holmes, C. A. Boyd, Frank Bowles, Harry French, Richard Willis, Harry Kelly, Charles 

 Holly, William King, P. Hanratler, Henry Elliott, Martin Setz, and Master Eddie Manning. The company then 

 opened at Tony Pastor's Opera House, on the Bowery, New York, on 29 June before travelling to Cincinnati, 

 Ohio, to begin a season at Pike's Music Hall on 23 August. . They then undertook a tour of the country before 

 returning to Cincinnati the following year, playing a season at the Fourth Street Theatre, Cincinnati, Ohio, from 

 26 October. After the US tour Emerson, Allen and Manning took the company to St Louis via Cincinnati (where 

 it played a one week engagement at Mozart Hall beginning 26 April 26 1869). Johnny Allen left the company in 

 May, around the same time it was joined by J. R. Kemble, C. S. Fredericks, Jules Seidel and Sig. Marks joined 

 them. At this time the company became known as Emerson and Manning's Minstrels. 
 

2. EMERSON and MANNING’S MINSTRELS:   After completing the Emerson, Allen and Manning season 

 in St Louis in May 1869, Billy Emerson and Billy Manning took their new troupe (Emerson and Manning's 

 Minstrels) back to Cincinnati, opening at Wood’s Theatre, May 31 1869. In September they relocated to 

 Chicago for a season at the Dearborn Street Theatre ( situated  on Dearborn Street, between Madison and 

 Washington, Chicago. The company at that time included Billy Emerson, Billy Manning, Bob Hart, J. R. Kemble, 

 Rollin Howard, Lew Brimmer, Mike Kannane, C. S.  Fredericks, G. W. Jackson, Harry Norman, J. F. Dunnie, J. 

 J. Kirby, Charles Hunnneman, Frank Bowles, Jules  Seidel, H. Anson, J. Pfeifer, W. Ross, and W. Hathaway. 

 Emerson left the company late in January  1870, however, having by then become unhappy with the theatre's  

 small size (which according to  Col. T. Allson Brown kept the nightly receipts to no more than $1,200). From then  

 on the company became known as Manning's Minstrels. Billy Emerson subsequently formed his own company,  

 Emerson's Minstrels 
 

These two entries above have been sourced from Col. T. Allson Brown's Early History of Negro Minstrelsy. 

 
 

ADDITIONAL QUOTATIONS 
 

• Whether the Alhambra proprietary will be able to induce clever Billy Emmerson [sic] to prolong his engagement.  

 He is simply immense (BOF: 13 May 1893, 1). 
 
 

PUBLISHED SONGS  
(Songs written by or featured by Billy Emerson) 

† = Levy Sheet Music Collection, Johns Hopkins University (accessible online via JScholarship) 
 

† "Big Sunflower: Billy Emerson's Songs and Dances, The." (n. yr.)  

† "Captain Jinks of the Horse Marines."  (n. yr.) Mus/Lyr. T. Maclagan 

† "Carpet Bagger." (n. yr.) Mus. Alfred von Rochow; Lyr. T. E. Garrett 

† "Could I Only Back a Winner" (n. yr.) Mus/Lyr. Emerson, Billy   

† "Darling Isobel." (n. yr.) Mus/Lyr. L. Bodecker 

† "Did He Get There?" (n. yr.)  Mus/Lyr. M. J. Cavenagh 

† "Down by the Old Mill Stream." (n. yr.) Mus/Lyr. Warren Wilson. 

† "Flirting on Skates." (n. yr.) Mus. M.C. and George T. Evans; Lyr. H. P. T. 

† "Gay as a Hollyhock." (n. yr. Mus/Lyr. Rollin Howard. 

† "Girl with the Grecian Bend." (n. yr.)  Mus/Lyr. James W. Long 

† "Girl With the Roman Nose." (n. yr.) Mus/Lyr. James W. Long 

† "Gustavus Adolphus Green." (n. yr)   Mus/Lyr. Ned Straight 

† "Happy Contraband, The. "  (n. yr.) Mus/Lyr. Billy Emerson 

† "He Talks Out in His Sleep." (n. yr.) Mus/Lyr. James W. Long 

† "Minstrel Nobby Samuel." (n. yr.)  Mus/Lyr. James W. Long 

† "Nell the Little Belle." (n. yr.) Mus/Lyr. Eddie C. Fox 

† "Oh How Is That For High?"  (n. yr.) Mus/Lyr. H. A. Saxton 

† "Roguish Little Beauty Emeleen." (n. yr.) Mus. E. N. Catlin;  

  Lyr. W. H. Delehanty  

† "Sassy Sam." (n. yr.) Mus/Lyr. Billy Emerson 

† "Since My Daughter Plays on the Type-Writer" (1889)  

  Mus/Lyr. Thomas Getz 
† "Something Good to Wear." (1869)  Mus/Lyr. James W. Long 

 
 

Source: Johns Hopkins University 

https://jscholarship.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/22396
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/24313
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/31218
https://jscholarship.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/17209
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/8519
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/8341
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/18392
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/26542
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/6330
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/18860
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/5250
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/21533
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/30080
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/22955
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/6582
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/28467
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/11683
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/17063
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/7949
https://jscholarship.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/13923
http://jhir.library.jhu.edu/handle/1774.2/18148


 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

With Emerson, Allen and Manning's 

Minstrels 

The top three images courtesy of Robert Cushman  
Butler Collection of Theatrical Illustrations  

(Cage 430)  
Washington State University Library 

 

 
 

(1870) 

 

 
 

Source: University of Florida 

 
 

Argus 2 Aug (1873), 8. 

 

 
 

New York Times 23 Feb. (1902), n. pag. 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

"Billy Emerson." American Minstrel Show Collection, 1823-1947. Harvard University  
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