REG WYKEHAM and PRESSY PRESTON
As an actor Reg Wykeham is known to have been associated with Hugh J. Ward, George Willoughby
and, J. C. Williamson's during the first decade of the twentieth century. Although he began his
entrepreneurial activities in the 1910s, both in dramatic and variety theatre, Wykeham continued to be
involved in acting well into the late 1930s, and also appeared in a number of films between 1924 and
the 1950s. His career as a vaudeville performer and actor included a partnership with Pressy Preston
that began sometime prior to 1912. The pair, who married in 1916, appeared for such managements as
the Fullers, J.C. Williamson, Hugh J. Ward and Birch and Carroll managements during the 1910s. As
a entrepreneur Wykeham's own companies included the Wykeham-Nable Dramatic Co (ca. 1912) and
several variety troupes in the 1920s, notably Reginald Wykeham's Company of Comedians, The
Arrivals of 1922, and Reg Wykeham and Co. The mid to late-1920s also saw him return to the
"legitimate" stage on occasions, undertaking roles in productions for J. C. Williamson’s and Dion
Boucicault Jnr among others. Both Wykeham and Preston were involved in radio from the 1920s.

Born in England ca. 1879, Reginald Wykeham's early professional career as an
actor saw him engaged by George Willoughby and Hugh J. Ward's dramatic
company around 1906/1907. In 1909, he toured as a leading member of Ward's
Clever Company of London Comedians, starring in such productions as A
Bachelor's Honeymoon, The Man From Mexico, Vivian's Papas, and The Fencing
Master. When he took over the direction of the company in 1909, touring it as
Reginald Wykeham's Company of Comedians, its engagements were still produced
under the auspices of Ward. Among the works presented during his Queensland
tour, for example, were Seven Days, The Girl from the Rectors and A Bachelor's
Honeymoon. The company's principal actors at that time included Wykeham,
Robert Grieg, H. H. Wallace, Celia Ghiloni, Pressy Preston (aka Christina Preston)
and Maud Chetwynd.
In late 1911 or early 1912 the Wykeham and [Edward] Nable Comedy Company
undertook a tour of New Zealand, with Pressy Preston and Maud Chetwynd being
billed as feature artists. Preston, who in 1916 became Wykeham's wife, was born in
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the Victorian township of Ondit in 1881, and given her association with the Ward
company prior to 1909 was likely developing her talent on the stage by the turn of the century. A preview of the
Wykeham-Nable Company's opening show in Nelson (NZ) records that Preston was one of the well-known artists who
recently featured in the Mother Goose pantomime.
Christmas 1912 saw the couple make their first appearance at Holland and St John's Empire Theatre (Bris). Advertised
as the headline act the pair was referred to as "English Star Sketch Artistes" (BC: 28 Dec. 12, 2). Sometime later that
year Wykeham joined J. C. Williamson's dramatic company, with one of his roles being Gilder in Within the Law. The
Sydney Morning Herald described his characterisation as having been played with "studious care and success ...
redeeming the hardness of the character without exaggeration" (SMH: 22 Sept. 1913, 4). His revival of the role in
Melbourne the following year was similarly acclaimed.
In late 1914 Wykeham and Preston returned to New Zealand presenting a vaudeville
act under the direction of the Fuller-Brennan organisation. Describing their act as an
"unqualifiable glorious success," the Evening Post also records that one of the couple's
sketches presented at His Majesty's Theatre (Wellington) in January 1915 was "My
Friend Smith." During the remainder of the year the pair is known to have continued
touring under the Fuller-Brennan management, playing Queensland on the Birch and
Carroll circuit, followed by engagements in Melbourne (Bijou Theatre), Adelaide
(King's Theatre) and Perth. One of the sketches staged during April at Brisbane's
Theatre Royal, "Not in These," while described as "clever" by the Theatre magazine's
variety critic, was nevertheless viewed as being from the outset "near the knuckle...
with the climax worse than course" (May 1915, 44). Two other original sketches from
this period were "Many a Good Time" and "Two of a Kind."
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The next engagement identified with either performer is Preston's 1918 role in the
Million Dollar Girl, (Tivoli Theatre, Syd) in which she played the character May
Galloway opposite George Edwards, Rosie Parkes, Lottie Sargeant [sic], Vera Spaull
and Scottish comedian Hughie Ogilvie. In its review of the opening performance the
Sydney Morning Herald records that Preston "played to advantage the chief
impersonator" of the show (1 Apr. 1918, 5).

No details of their movements between 1918 and Wykeham's lease of the Sydney Hippodrome in 1922 have yet been
located. The Hippodrome venture, a season of vaudeville and revusical staged under the name the Arrivals of 1922,
was produced by Wykeham with London revue director Spencer Barry overseeing the staging of the shows. The
Arrivals troupe, which comprised in excess of two dozen variety performers, along with chorus girls and an orchestra,
featured several high-profile Australian artists, notably Arthur Morley, Sadie Gale, Bert Desmond and Mattie Jansen,
Will and Dora Gilbert, Syd Garti, and George Whitehead.
Although further details regarding Wykeham's career are
also yet to be located for the period 1923-1924, a Melbourne
Tivoli bill for 8 August 1925 advertises Reg Wykeham and
Co (including Pressy Preston) as presenting a farce called
The Bachelor. The advertisement also records that
Wykeham had lately been with Dion Boucicault Jnr's
company (which toured Australia between 1923 and 1925).
December 1926 saw Wykeham at King's Theatre,
Melbourne, supporting Renee Kelly in J. C. Williamson's
production of The Naughty Wife. His association with
Williamson's is believed to have continued through until at
least 1929, when he was engaged for three of the Firm's
productions that year: The Perfect Alibi (Criterion Theatre,
Syd; 6 July), Journey's End (Theatre Royal, Melb; 10 Aug.),
and Miss Nell O' New Orleans (Theatre Royal, Syd; 15
Dec.).
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In addition to his theatrical career Reg Wykeham also appeared in several films between the 1920s and late 1940s,
with his first known appearance being that of a Brigadier-General in Beaumont Smith's The Digger Earl (1924). Two
further film roles were as W.O. Pay Corps in the 1933 Pat Hanna/Raymond Longford comedy Diggers in Blighty, and
as Dr Moore in the 1949 Ealing Studios production of Eureka Stockade, which features Chips Rafferty.
Wykeham and Preston are also known to have been involved in radio,
possible as early as the mid-to-late 1920s. Fred Malcolm, recalls that Preston
was one of the early staff at 3LO Melbourne (now 774 ABC Melbourne) and
had her own programme for a while. She also made the first broadcast of
the fashions from the Melbourne Cup, and regularly covered the fashions at
high profile functions like the Lord Mayors Ball. She and her husband also
starred in the series called Emma and Erbert on 3LO [see Additional
Quotations, Patter and Insights section below].
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While it is not yet certain when Wykeham and Preston ended their stage or
radio careers, he is known to have still be active in the mid-1930s, appearing
for example in the Gus Bluett-led comedy Nice Going's On (alongside
Charles Norman, George Moon Jnr and Phil Smith) at the Criterion, Sydney
beginning 12 January 1935. Given that he was still involved in film acting
up until the late 1940s, Wykeham is likely to also been continuing to accept
dramatic roles even until then. It is also likely that by the 1930s they
established a more settled existence in Melbourne, perhaps only travelling
interstate for short seasons as opposed to the constant travelling required of
vaudevillians. Pressy Preston died in St Vincent's Hospital in 1949, possibly
the result of an accident in which she fell down a lift well. Her husband died
in the Melbourne suburb of Malvern six years later.

SEE ALSO
• Arrivals of 1922

ADDITIONAL QUOTATIONS, PATTER AND INSIGHTS
•

"The Colonel and the Maid" At the National (Sydney):- Miss Preston (deferentially): And what might your name be?"
- Mr Wykeham (explosively): Never mind what it MIGHT be!
I AM Colonel Bagshot (TT: Apr. (1916), 33).

•

"Her Say" At the National (Sydney):- Mr Wykeham (a peppery, love making colonel, speaking to
Miss Preston for the first time) "I'm going to marry you.
So – that's settled."
- Miss Preston: "Don't you think I might have something to say
about that?"
- Mr Wykeham: "You say 'Yes.' That's all you have to say"
(TT: Apr. 1916, 36).
Theatre Royal, Nelson (NZ)
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•

[Christina Preston] was quite a stage lady. I recall seeing a poster for Miss Hook of Holland in of all places a
barber shop in Prahran (he used to collect that sort of thing). It featured Pressy Preston as one of the stars. Later
she was one of the early staff at 3LO Melbourne, and had her own programme for a while. She made the first
broadcast of the fashions from the Melbourne Cup, and she also covered the fashions at such functions as the Lord
Mayors Ball etc. In one instance, some fault occurred with the microphone, and she had to ad lib from a nearby
room, fortunately she had obtained particulars of the dresses etc of some of the VIP’s and was able to give a
description. Her brother Jack was listening, possibly in Sydney, and he complimented her later: "I really felt that I
was there, seeing it all!" Like all theatricals, they did have their "resting: times and we had a few visits from her at
some of the country Post Offices where we lived at the time. Her aunt, my grandmother, was a little appalled
when her niece had “beer for breakfast”. Gran was a bit straitlaced! Chris later died whilst a patient at St
Vincent's Hospital I think, she fell down the lift well one night and was killed. When I was about 13 I saw Reg
Wykeham in Journey’s End when I went with a party of Boy Scouts, but I was unable to go backstage at the time.
He and Chris made some money posing for adverts for Seppelts and Penfolds. They also appeared in the series
called Emma and Erbert on 3LO (Fred Malcolm).
Sourced from two letters by Fred Malcolm, grandson of Alice Malcolm (nee Preston) and dated 3 Oct. 1999
and 10 Jan. 2001. The content has been rearranged to provide continuity and order.
This information was kindly contributed by Alan Preston.

HISTORICAL NOTES AND CORRECTIONS
1.

A photo of "Reginald Wykeham" published in the 1 August 1907 edition of the Theatre: An Illustrated Monthly
Devoted to the Stage (page 13) is believed to have been incorrectly captioned, and is instead that of W. J. Curtis.
[See his entry in Practitioner C]
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