
BRIDGE THEATRE, NEWTOWN 
 

aka Harry Clay's Bridge Theatre / The Hub Theatre / Hub No 1 
 

(1913-) Harry Clay's 1500 seat Bridge Theatre catered largely to Sydney's densely populated inner city 

suburban districts - Newtown, Enmore, Glebe, Erskinville, Camperdown, Stanmore, Redfern, Annandale, 

Alexandria, St Peters and Darlington. Following his death in 1925 it was run by several of his managers 

before being leased out 1929. Between 1934 and the present time it has been known as The Hub, and 

under this name was used almost exclusively as a cinema up until its closure in the late 1990s. 
 

Situated at the intersection of King and Enmore Roads in the heart of the Newtown central business area, and directly 

opposite the entrance to the railway station, Harry Clay's Bridge Theatre opened in mid-1913.
1
 The land on which it 

stands, identified as Lots 19, 20 and 21 (along with an additional parcel of land on the opposite side of Alton Lane - 

Lot 46) was first identified as being part of the North Kingston estate in the Municipality of Newtown, Parish of 

Petersham and County of Cumberland. It had originally been part of a 240 acre block granted to Thomas Rowley in 

1803.
2
 While no details regarding the property during the 19

th
 century had yet been located, an article on Harry Clay 

titled "Audiences Were Tough When Harry Clay Ran Vaudeville," records that it had been used by a blacksmith at 

some stage.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In his 2003 report on the Hub Theatre, David Johnstone indicates that wheelwright Hector Melville ran his business at 

No 7 Bedford Street (a few doors down from the old Town Hall), and that coach builders Swift and Robertson  owned 

the building as of 1908 (i). According to property deeds it now appears that while Melville certainly owned Lots 20, 

21 and 46, he did not own Lot 19, and it is therefore likely that this parcel of land was the one owned by Swift and 

Robertson.
3
  Following Melville's death on 5 February 1900 his son Alexander,

4
 son-in-law Edward Frinsdorf, and 

executor William Melville sold the three Lots for £800 to Newtown widow, Grace James. The sale went through on 13 

August that same year [No. 716; Book 670 - see Appendix 1]. Interestingly the solicitor acting for the Melvilles and 

Frinsdorf was Harold T. Morgan, a Newtown alderman, and former and future Mayor. He was also later a partner in 

Clay's Bridge Theatres Pty Ltd.  
 

In early 1908 former circus showman and theatrical entrepreneur Edward "Bohemian" Cole erected a building on the 

site. Although it was called the Newtown Hippodrome, Cole appears to have only exhibited pictures there. The term 

"Hippodrome" was possibly chosen as a means of aligning the new venture with his city operations at the Haymarket 

Hippodrome (where he had been presenting his Bohemian Dramatic Company since at least November 1905). 

Unfortunately, little is known about the Cole's Newtown Hippodrome at this stage. Among the details yet to be 

established are aspects of its architecture, the building standards imposed by the council, and how long he operated the 

venture for. We do not yet know, for example, its size (did it extend across all three lots later acquired by Harry Clay, 

                                                           
1  A number of alternative years have been proposed in relation to the start of Clay's Bridge Theatre operations, with these ranging from 1910 

to 1914. See the "Historical Notes and Corrections" section below for details regarding these claims. 
2  See Appendix 3 - New South Wales Certificate of Title, dated the 29th of May 1924 (Vol. 3596, Folio 220 - Application No 24761). 
3  The deeds for Lot 19 are yet to be sighted. Evidence for claiming that this was a separately owned block of land come from the fact that 

there are two certificates of title attributed to the Bridge Theatre - Register Book: Vol. 5545; Fol. 155 and Register Book Vol. 3596; Fol. 220. 

See Appendices 3 and 10. 
4  Interestingly, Alexander Melville's occupation is described as coachbuilder in the 1900 sale of Lots 20, 21 and 46. Whether he or his father 

had a connection with Swift and Robertson is presently unknown.  

 
 

Newtown Jubilee Souvenir 1862-1922 (1922). 
 



or just one?). It is also unclear if the venue was enclosed or open-air. Given Clay's decision to tear the structure down 

only five years later and build a new theatre in its place, the likelihood that it was either too small and/or that its design 

or quality was unsuitable for the purposes of vaudeville appears probable. What is known about the Hippodrome, 

however, is that by late 1911 Cole was no longer running shows there. A brief item in the January 1912 issue of the 

Theatre Magazine records that James Brennan was then using it  - and most likely as a boxing stadium (21).
5
  

 

 
 

Sydney Morning Herald 18 Apr. (1908), 14. 

 
 

Sydney Morning Herald 18 Apr. (1908), 2. 

 

1912-1916 
 

Harry Clay's decision to establish his own permanent purpose-built vaudeville house led to the founding of Clay's 

Bridge Theatre Company Ltd. The three initial directors of the company were Clay, Morgan and A. R. Abbott.
6
  

Morgan's previous connection with Clay is believed to have been as his solicitor, while Abbott is known to have 

toured with him around 1900 as a member of Walter Bell's Waxworks and Vaudeville Company. The registering of 

the company likely occurred sometime between late 1911 and early-to-mid 1912. Evidence demonstrating that Clay 

did not "take over" the Hippodrome (as has been routinely claimed in the media and elsewhere since the early 1990s), 

but rather built a new theatre on the site can be seen in a number of sources from the period. Among these are an 

application submitted to the Newtown Council on 8 October 1912 [see Plate 1].  In this Clay requests permission to 

"erect" a theatre on the corner of Bedford and Denison streets. The following month the Council recorded in its 

minutes that after having referred the application to its Works' Committee, it was approving the application subject to 

the Government Architect's approval [see Plate 2].  
 

 
 

Plate 1 
Sydney City Council Archives: Newtown Council Minutes. 8 Oct. (1912), 462. 

 

 
 

Plate 2 
Sydney City Council Archives: Newtown Council Minutes. Nov. (1912), 468. 

                                                           
5  As a vaudeville entrepreneur, James Brennan had been the lessee of National Amphitheatre (Syd) from 1906 and the Gaiety Theatre (Melb) 

from 1907. Although the Fullers took over his operations in 1912 the new firm was known for several more years as the Fuller-Brennan 

Vaudeville Circuit. After selling his interest in his vaudeville operations Brennan turned to bookmaking. Interestingly, Brennan's manager at the 

Newtown Hippodrome, Jack Campbell, went on to work for Harry Clay in 1913. NB: According to a July 1913 advertisement for the Szarka 

Bros' new picture house, The Amphitheatre (located "five doors below St George's Hall" in King Street), Brennan had also been previously 

associated with that premises. It is unclear, then, how long he had been at both the Hippodrome and Amphitheatre. It is also possible, too, that 

the Theatre journalist had confused the Hippodrome for the Amphitheatre. Further research is required to clear this matter up.  
6  See Harold T. Morgan's entry in "Industry-People" section of the AVTA for further details. Archibald R. Abbott was Newtown 

businessman (see also his entry in the same section). 



While little information concerning the lead-up to the 1912 building application has been forthcoming to date, it has 

been ascertained that neither Clay nor his company actually purchased the land on which the theatre was built at that 

time (this did not occur until 1923). The choice of location was ideal given its proximity to the railway station and 

tram line, as well as its central position within the densely populated (and walkable) area comprising the suburbs of 

Newtown, Stanmore, Erskinville, Camperdown, Annandale, St Peters, Alexandria, Darlington, Glebe, Redfern, 

Everleigh, and Enmore. The Newtown central business district in particular (including King Street, Enmore Road, 

Wilson Street and Erskinville Road) was already beginning to develop into an entertainment precinct by the early 

1910s.  Within a decade there were at least four venues being used for live entertainment, these being Clay's Bridge 

Theatre, Fullers' Majestic Theatre, St George's Hall and the Newtown School of Arts;  along with at least eight picture 

theatres - notably the Szarka  Brothers Enmore Theatre,  the Hub Theatre  (Hub No 1),  Stan Victor's Prince of Wales 

Theatre, Bob Evans' Erskinville Victoria Theatre, the Newtown Stadium Picture Palace (later a boxing venue), 

Stanmore Road Picture Palace and the Victoria Picture Show. The entertainment clustering also included the 

Trocadero, which was used at various times for film exhibition, vaudeville and skating/skating.  
 

 
 

 

 
 

Image Source: Google Maps (sighted 24 Apr. 2011) 

NB: Bedford Street is now closed to traffic alongside the Hub. 

 



One of the features of the Benson Street property that also made it very suitable for Clay's purposes was that it 

included a small block of land situated on the opposite side of Alton Lane (Lot 46) and directly at the rear of the 

theatre.  On this block Clay erected a two story building that was used an extension to the theatre, housing an electrical 

plant, dressing rooms, and scenic artist's workshop amongst other requirements. The second story of the building 

(which no longer exists) was accessed by a small bridge over the laneway. The location of the bridge – a couple of 

metres from the corner of the theatre's north west wall - can still be seen in the different brickwork which closed the 

original entrance to the bridge when it was no longer needed.  
 

 
 

Plate 3. 
Blocks 19, 20, 21 and 46 

Combined plan taken from NSW Certificate of Title Registration Books: Vol 5545 Fol 155 and Vol 3596 Fol 220 

NB: Block 19 (from Vol 3596, Fol 220) has been superimposed over Vol 5545, Fol 155) 

(Courtesy of Bill Ellis, Enmore Theatre NSW) 
 
 

Work on the Bridge Theatre is thought to have begun around the end of February/beginning of March 1913 as Clay is 

reported to have left his Queensland touring party and returned to Sydney at the end of February to oversee the 

construction: 
 

The company opens at Lithgow on February 22. Mr Clay himself will go as far as Bathurst. From there he 

returns to Sydney to look after matters in connection with the vaudeville-picture building that he is having 

erected at Newtown (TT: Feb. 1913, 19).  

 

Although details regarding the contractors and 

architects of the theatre and its design are presently 

unknown, it has been established that its original 

seating capacity was 1,500 people (AV: 12 Aug. 1920, 

4), and that it included an upstairs and downstairs 

foyer, box-office and manager's office. The auditorium 

consisted of a dress circle and stalls, as well as 

projection booth for the screening of films. Initially the 

dress circle simply ran from one side of the theatre to 

the other in a straight line. Later reports mentioning 

reconstruction of the theatre, however, indicate that the 

dress circle was eventually lowered and reshaped 

around the sides, and that several boxes were installed 

as well. 
 

  Sun (Syd) 20 July (1913), 15. 



 

Clay opened the Bridge Theatre on 19 July 1913, three days after receiving his license from the NSW Fire 

Commissioners enabling him to operate the venue under the Theatre and Public Halls Act. A letter submitted by A.R. 

Abbott (Bridge Theatre Secretary) to the Newtown Council for consideration during its June meeting, indicates that 

the theatre had been near completion at that time, as Abbott requested that the disused vehicle entrances around the  

theatre be turned up, and the footpaths  be repaired.  He also pointed to the need to tar pave Alton Lane (Newtown 

Council Minutes/Sydney Council Archives). Interestingly, Clay also commenced operations at two other theatres on 

19 July - the National Theatre, Balmain, and the Coliseum Theatre, North Sydney.  
 

The day after the opening of the Bridge Theatre the Sydney Sun published a small article on Clay and his suburban 

operations: 
 

Mr. Harry Clay opened his new Bridge Theatre at Newtown last night to a capacity house. This new theatre is one 

of a circuit of suburban houses, including the Coliseum, North Sydney and the National Theatre, Balmain, under 

Mr. Clay's direction. Mr Clay has been showing without a break for the past 20 years, and such well-known artists 

as Daisy Harcourt, Lalla Brooke, the Leslie Brothers practically made their start with him. Essie Clay, now with 

the George Marlowe Co in Melbourne is a daughter. His wife was also a well-known performer - so his is really a 

theatrical family. On his salary list are over 75 performers, while over 100 theatre attendants, mechanics, 

electricians, stage hands etc draw salaries every week. Mr Clay has two vaudeville companies at present playing in 

Sydney, also a dramatic company and a vaudeville company on tour in Queensland. The Coliseum, North Sydney, 

plays three nights' vaudeville and three nights' drama, as does the National, Balmain. The Bridge Theatre is 

devoted to vaudeville. Mr Clay hopes to eventually control seven suburban theatres (20 July 1913, 15). 
 

Australian Variety reports in November that "Harry Clay's Newtown home [was still] playing to capacity business 

nightly" (5 Nov. 1913, 6). The following month Clay terminated his suburban circuit (apart from a No 2 company at 

the Coronation Theatre, Leichhardt, every Saturday night), claiming in an interview with the same magazine that he 

made the decision so that he could "devote his whole attention to the Bridge Theatre" (3 Dec. 1913, 6).   
 

The success of Clay's Newtown venture seems to have continued 

unabated during 1914, despite the fact that, as Australian Variety 

points out in April, the "amusement slump is now general" (22 Apr. 

1914, 5). Indeed, the reviews in that magazine throughout the year 

regularly note the support he was given by the local audiences. The 

January 10th edition of the magazine indicates in this respect that "a 

great majority of vaudeville followers [in Newtown] seldom leave 

the environment of their residences to seek amusement elsewhere. 

This speaks volumes for the quality of programmes submitted by Mr 

Clay..." (n.pag). With complete changes of program every week, and 

consistently good bills on offer, it seems that the theatre regularly 

turned patrons away due to being booked out (AV: 15 July 1914, n. 

pag.). The "Audiences Were Tough" article records that "sixpenny 

seats were always booked out days in advance." Thus in an effort to 

alleviate demands on the theatre's box-office, the management 

arranged to have Mick Simmons Ltd at 311 King Street, Newtown 

take bookings during business hours.   
 

During the first few years of its life the Bridge Theatre was used for a wide variety of entertainments, including both 

film exhibition and legitimate drama. In early 1914, for example, Clay presented a season of drama. This was 

essentially an extension of his interest in presenting legitimate theatre that went back to 1907 when he began staging 

occasional drama productions at the Royal Standard Theatre. In 1908 he sent a dramatic company on tour through 

Queensland and the following year produced a tour of the state for Scottish tragedian Walter Bentley. Both tours saw 

his daughter Essie undertake the principal female roles. The 1914 season of drama at the Bridge Theatre similarly 

included Essie, this time opposite her drama teacher, esteemed actor Harry Leston.  Later in 1914 Clay also had much 

success when he presented for the first time in Australia John Lawsons' dramatic vaudeville sketch "Humanity." 

Although first staged in England in 1900, the 30 minute sketch had much relevance with audiences during the early 

years of the war. Lawson had in fact formed two companies to tour the world with his sketch, and Harry Clay had 

succeeded in procuring the Edward Rainer-led company for its Australian debut. "Humanity's" popularity was such 

that the Fullers revived it on their circuit in 1920. [For further details on these productions see "Harry Clay and Clay's 

Vaudeville Company" MA Thesis, Chapter 3]. 
 

Increased interest in moving pictures, brought about by the arrival of several new film exhibitors to Newtown, saw a 

marked decrease in audience numbers at the Bridge Theatre around mid-1915.  In a Theatre magazine interview Clay 

claimed that "except on Saturday night there is nothing doing" (June 1915, 47). He subsequently withdrew vaudeville 

 
 

Australian Variety 31 Dec. (1913), n. pag. 

 



from the theatre and turned it into a picture house. Some two months later, however, he was back producing 

vaudeville. By 1916 the audience numbers had increased to such an extent that he began expanding his operations 

significantly. This included the re-opening of his suburban circuit, the opening up of a South-Western N.S.W. circuit 

and the founding of a booking agency. The growth of the company, all orchestrated out of its Registered Offices at the 

Bridge Theatre, continued unabated through until the outbreak of Spanish Flu in 1919. 
 

In terms of Australian theatre history the Bridge Theatre played a significant role in the development of the revusical - 

a one-act musical comedy which had slowly begun to emerge with its distinctly Australian format and style from 

around early to mid-1914. These productions, most associated today with performers such as Stiffy and Mo, George 

Wallace and Jim Gerald, are believed to have first developed in Brisbane following the American Burlesque 

Company's 1913/14 tour. By 1915 the format of both the shows and the troupes that were staging these "tabloid 

musical comedies" had more or less settled. Among the first troupes to present revusicals in Australia were Le Blanc's 

Travesty Stars, the Paul Stanhope Revue Company and Arthur Morley's Royal Musical Comedy Company. It was to 

be Morley's troupe that opened at the Bridge Theatre in October 1915, following on from a brief tour of regional 

Victoria. After debuting with On the Sands, Morley staged several more original shows which were so popularly 

received that he was subsequently engaged by Clay as an in-house writer/producer. Recognising the potential for this 

new entertainment package Clay also quickly organised a number of other companies to stage them. It was to be the 

revusical that effectively underpinned the intense period of expansion that occurred over the 1916 to 1918 period.
7
 

 

 
 

Australian Variety 20 Oct. (1915), n. pag. 
 

 

The Bridge Theatre during its first four years of operations saw the appearance of hundreds of emerging and 

established Australian artists, as well as numerous performers from overseas. While some of these acts were merely 

touring the Australian circuits (initially under contract to either the Tivoli or the Fullers), most had become, or were in 

                                                           
7  For further details see "Harry Clay and Clay's Vaudeville Company" (MA Thesis, Chapters 3 and Four); "What Oh Tonight" (Ph D Thesis, 

Appendix C, Years 1915 - 1918); and entries for Arthur Morley, Art Slavin (Slavin and Thompson) and Lester Brown.  



the process of becoming Australian citizens. Among the artists and actors who made their first appearances at the 

Bridge Theatre during this period and who had either already established their names on the Australian variety circuits 

or were just beginning to do so were: Roy Rene, Amy Rochelle, Ted Tutty, Jack Kearns, Stanley McKay, the Phillips 

Sisters, Arthur Tauchert, Arthur Morley, George Pagden and Kitty Stanley, Roy Redgrave, John Cosgrove, Harry 

Leston, Elton Black, Harry Burgess, James Caldwell, Denis Carney, Harry Cash, Maurice Chenoweth, Bert Corrie and 

Doris Baker, Vince Courtney, Courtney Ford and Ivy Davis, Delavale and Gilbert, Bert Desmond and Mattie Jansen, 

Alf Driscoll, Bruce Drysdale and Phyllis Faye, Maud Fanning, Arthur Elliott, Lulla Fanning, Mark Erickson, Lulu 

Eugene, Sadie Gale, Nat Hanley, Frank Herberte, Ida Jarvis, Joe Lashwood, Ward Lear, Tom Leonard, Billy Maloney, 

Carlton Max, Olga Pennington, Wal Rockley, Dr Richard Rowe and Mystic Moira, Joe Rox, Elvie Stagpoole, Ted 

Stanley, Vaude and Verne, Dan Weldon and Charles Zoli.
8
 

 

 

1917-1924 
 

In terms of competition, 1917 was the year that Benjamin and John Fuller decided to go head to head with Clay in his 

own territory. Their Majestic Theatre, situated across the other side of the road (King Street) from the Bridge Theatre, 

was opened on 2 May with Bert Le Blanc's Travesty Stars - then one of Australia's two most popular revusical 

companies (the other being Nat Phillips Stiffy and Mo Company). In preparation for the battle for audiences Clay had 

carried out some £5,000 worth of renovations to his theatre over a two month period. The major changes entailed 

lowering and extending the dress circle around the sides of the auditorium, the addition of three boxes overlooking the 

stage, enlarging the dressing rooms, and providing running water to each (AV: 16 May 1917 n. pag.).  The "Audiences 

Were Tough" article recounts the Fullers' invasion of Newtown: 
 

With Clay's ruling the roost at Newtown, the Fuller circuit decided to enter into competition. Fullers took over 

the Majestic [later to become the Elizabethan] and the battle for audiences began. The night the Fullers opened 

found Clay's almost empty. Harry Clay told [Maurice] Chenoweth to do something about it. On the Monday a 

full-page ad appeared in the Newtown Daily. All it said was "From Clay you came, to Clay you will return." The 

next day, Fullers took over the Newtown Daily. Its ad read: "No matter how full you are, we're always Fuller"
9
 

(n. pag.). 
 

While a good deal of interest in the Fullers venture was generated during the first few months, the hoopla eventually 

settled and both organisations effectively reaped the benefits of this entertainment precinct clustering. Indeed, the 

relationship and respect between the Fullers and Clay was both advantageous and mutual. In 1919, for example, Harry 

Clay's most popular female artist, Amy Rochelle, took up a contract with the Fullers on the recommendation of Clay - 

who knew her potential well and realised that she needed to move beyond the confines of his suburban and limited 

regional circuits [see Amy Rochelle entry for further details].   
 

During the late 1910s Clay continued to expand his business in both Sydney (including central business district) and 

regional N.S.W. (through circuits in the Hunter Valley, Wollongong and along the South-West railway line as far as 

Albury). In 1918, for example, he took over the lease of the Princess Theatre from the Fullers and the following year 

took over the management of the Gaiety Theatre (situated in Oxford Street). These two theatres, as well as the Bridge 

Theatre and the newly opened Coliseum (North Sydney) were strategically important to his operations, and hence 

Clay required the services of trustworthy and experienced men to manage the day to day operations of each venue. For 

the Bridge Theatre he chose Bill Sadler, brother of entrepreneur Harry Sadler. As former front of house manager and 

stage manager at the Princess Theatre (under both the Fullers and his brother), Sadler had few peers in the business 

and was as well known to the Sydney public as many of Clay's acts.   
 

In mid-1921 Clay's operations suffered a major setback in mid-1921 when he suffered a stroke, and was forced to 

spend several months in hospital. This was followed by another lengthy period convalescing at home. With Clay 

indisposed, Maurice Chenoweth took over the reins of the business. This included overseeing the day of gala 

entertainment presented by the Bridge Theatre Company as part of the Newtown Diamond Jubilee Celebrations in 

1922.  The photo of the theatre and its artists (see below) was taken as part of the festivities. In chronicling the event 

for a souvenir booklet S.D. Smith wrote: "Never before in the history of Newtown has such an entertainment in our 

streets been witnessed" (68). 
 

Although Clay returned to work in 1922 he appears to have spent more of his time at the Princess and Gaiety Theatres, 

assisted by Chenoweth (TT: June 1924, 21). In January the following year his company arranged a mortgage with the 

                                                           
8  While only some of these acts/performers currently have entries in the AVTA, all will eventually be included.  
9   Interestingly, a brief par in the May 30th edition of Australian Variety presents an almost exact replication of this anecdote. "Harry Clay 

comedian to Fuller ditto: 'I see you're coming out to show at Newtown.' Fullers' comedian: 'Yes, and no matter how full Clay is, we'll always be 

Fuller.' Clay's comedian: 'That may be so, but we all come from Clay and to Clay we must return'" (5). Whether or not the anecdote published in 

1951 (regarding the Newtown Daily advertisements) actually occurred is unknown, as no copy of the paper is currently known to exist. On the 

other hand, the Australian Variety piece may well have been a version which was constructed from the Newtown newspaper. 



Bank of Australasia, so as to purchase the land, with this sale eventually going ahead on 27 June. According to 

information detailed in a 1946 application by Clay's Theatres Pty Ltd under the Real Property Act of 1900, the land 

(being Lots 20, 21 and 46) was purchased on 27 June 1923 by Joseph Ernest James, the sole executor of Grace James' 

will. The former owner is recorded as having passed away in 1920. [See Appendix 9]. The conveyance deed records that 

the amount paid to the vendor was £5,000. [See Appendix 2]   
 

 
 

From the Newtown Diamond Jubilee Souvenir: 1862-1922 

S.D. Smith compiler 
 

Still far from well, Clay's health by 1924 had deteriorated even further and sometime toward the end of the year he 

retired to his Watson Bay flat, never to be seen in public again. The pressure of running three theatres in Clay's 

absence, and during a period when competition from the film exhibitors was increasingly eroding the company's 

profits, Maurice Chenoweth make a number of changes to the company's management structure. For the Bridge 

Theatre he installed long-time Clay associate Jimmy Boyle to take over its financial management, thereby allowing 

Bill Sadler to look after the running of the programmes. This arrangement was short-lived however, as Boyle died 

before the year was out.  

 

1925-1934 

 

Following Clay's death in February 1925 the Bridge Theatre Co Pty Ltd board elevated Maurice Chenoweth to the 

position of Managing Director. Stan Kerridge, another long-time Clay associate was installed as manager at the Bridge 

Theatre in place of Jimmy Boyle.  
 

In 1928 the Bridge Theatre was found to be in need of renovations by the Chief Secretaries Department who classified 

the dressing room accommodation as totally inadequate, and directed that fire precautions, including draperies, 

scenery and fire-fighting appliances, be upgraded (Fire Commissioners File 1928-1958; NSW State Government 

Archives - File 20/15013). While the necessary improvements were made in this instance, a similar demand for repairs 

to the Coliseum at North Sydney some two years earlier were never carried out, suggesting that the company was even 

then struggling financially. When Maurice Chenoweth left the company in 1928 to take up a position with Fullers 

Theatres, the management of Clays Theatres Ltd (as the company appears by then to have been called) is believed to 

have been taken on by Stan Kerridge, possibly with the assistance of Bill Sadler.      
 

While little is yet known about the Bridge Theatre during its final years under the management of Clay's company, a 

directive from the Chief Secretary's Department (N.S.W. Fire Commissioners), dated 20 August 1928, records that the 

company was required to address several safety issues - primarily relating to the dressing rooms, fire fighting 

equipment and the need to the stage area (curtains, scenery, draperies etc) with fire retardant. A second letter (21 Dec. 



1928) giving approval  to the aforementioned alterations also enforced a direction to provide exit lights, an additional 

source of lighting for emergencies, and an upgrade to the ventilation in the dressing rooms [see Appendices 4 and 5].  
 

The Fire Commissioner's file includes another report into the fire that occurred in the theatre on 25 July 1930 when a 

man had lit a match in the stage ceiling while dismantling the Roman Rings during the interval. The subsequent 

investigation into the fire uncovered the fact that a number of requirements regarding fire retardation had not been met 

[see Appendices 3 and 4].  These reports also indicate that Bill Sadler and Ted Gabriel were still associated with the 

theatre, Sadler as Manager and Gabriel as Head Mechanist. 
 

1929 effectively saw the end of Clay's Theatres Sydney suburban vaudeville circuit. The Coliseum's lease was not 

renewed, while programmes at the Gaiety may not have continued long past the middle of the year. The company's 

association with the Princess Theatre had ended some four years earlier. In December 1929, shortly after the 

completion of the Queensland tour by Roy Rene's Merrymakers, the Bridge Theatre was rented out to former 

Australian Variety editor Harry Kitching, who with his wife Amy Rochelle staged a season of variety with a troupe 

billed as the Amy Rochelle-Stan Foley Revue Company (E: 27 Nov. 1929, n. pag.; and 15 Jan. 1930, 54). Although it 

is not known as yet how long the company remained at the Bridge Theatre, Stan Foley is known to have joined Nat 

Phillips Whirligigs in Perth by early May, which suggests that the season was not a long one.  
 

It is estimated that upwards of several thousand local and international artists appeared on Clay's circuit between 1917 

and 1929, with most of these artists playing at the Bridge Theatre at some stage during their contract. Among the 

biggest names of that era to make their first appearance there during this period were George Sorlie, George Wallace 

and Dinks Paterson (as Dinks and Oncus), George Edwards, Leonard Nelson, Ike Beck, J. C. Bain, the Delavale 

Brothers, George Drew, the Smart Set Diggers, Ron Shand Letty Craydon, Bert Dudley, Yorke Gray, Trixie Ireland, 

Reg Quartley, Harry Ross, Les Shipp, Charles Delavale and Elvie Stagpoole, Bert Le Blanc and George H. "Hermie" 

Ward. 
 

Little information regarding the operations of the theatre during the early 1930s has been found to date, and hence we 

still do not known how long Clay's Theatres continued to oversee its day to day management. While it had the 

necessary equipment and facilities to be used as a cinema, it nevertheless continued to be used for live entertainment 

during this period. Evidence for this comes from information on an Australian magician/illusionist named John Angus 

who appeared at the Bridge Theatre beginning 8 July 1933 under the professional name "Dante." This appearance was 

somewhat controversial because Angus had lost an injunction taken against him in late May by Danish-born magician 

Harry Jansen (also known professionally as Dante). Jansen claimed that the Australian not only used his professional 

name but had been making himself up to resemble his stage persona (ctd. Blackmore, Magic in Sydney).  
 

In November 1934 the Broadway Theatre Company Ltd (managed by Horace Edward Nagel) transferred its operations 

from the original Hub Theatre (King Street) to the Bridge Theatre.
 10

 While not confirmed, it appears likely that Nagel 

got permission to rename it The Hub, possibly as a means of aligning his company's new premises with its already 

existing business and reputation.
 11

 In the meantime the King Street Hub had been taken over by Hoyts. It re-opened  

after major reconstruction, as Hoyts Newtown Theatre.
12

  The last confirmed reference to the Bridge Theatre found to 

date is an inspection report by the Chief Officer, New South Wales Fire Brigades. Addressed to the Manager, Bridge 

Theatre, Newtown, the letter is dated 27 June 1934.  
 

 

THE HUB YEARS:  
 

1935-1969 
 

As with the early 1930s, little is known about the early days of the Bedford Street Hub Theatre. David Johnstone 

records that the Watchtower and Tract Society of Pennsylvania (better known as the Jehovah's Witnesses) used it on 

Sundays during the mid-to-late 1930s, with this arrangement ending in 1938 when the religion and its publications 

were banned (this lasted until 1943). Around the same period, notes Johnstone, the Salvation Army also held outdoor 

meetings in front of the Hub on Sunday mornings (iv). From 1936 through until the late 1940s (possibly 1949), the 

venue was mostly referred to as Hub No 1, so as to distinguish it from the Broadway Theatre company's other 

Newtown cinema - Hub No 2 (situated in Erskinville Road at the corner of Angel Street).
13

 
 

In 1938 the Hub was closed down for many months so that renovations could be carried out in order to fix the 

extensive damage that two fires had caused to the building that year. While little is known about the first incident, 

                                                           
10  The Broadway Theatre Company Ltd's business address in 1937 was Wembley House, 841 George Street, Sydney. 
11   See "Historical Notes and Corrections" section regarding the confusion over the names Hub No1 and Hub No 2. 
12  "A Newtown Theatre: Formerly Swimming Pool." SMH: 20 Nov. (1934), 6. 
13  Opened in 1913 as the Newtown Victoria Theatre, Hub No 2 was also known variously as also Victoria Pictures and the Newtown Stadium 

(when it was used as a venue for boxing). 



which was reported at 2am on 5 July 1938, the second fire caused major damage to the building. In its report, dated 22 

December, the "B" Platoon Fire Brigade noted: "Roof, ceiling, stage and scenery severely damaged by fire. Remainder 

of the building with contents damaged by a combination of heat, smoke and water" (22 Dec. 1938). A follow-up report 

dated 23 December indicates that the fire originated on the stage (which was completely destroyed) and then spread to 

the roof, "severely damaging [it] and the ceiling for nearly the full length of the auditorium. Insured for £6260, the 

theatre underwent an extensive rebuild using a design by architects D.T. Morrow and Gordon.
14

 With the rebuilding 

and refurbishment finished by early December Nagel reopened it on the 15
th
 of that month as a fulltime picture house.  

 

On 15 November 1944 Alfred Thomas Morgan, the appointed attorney for Clay's Theatres Pty Ltd, made an 

application to bring the land on which the Hub stood under the provisions of the Real Property Act of 1900.  In April 

the following year the theatre was almost destroyed by fire again. According to the Fire Brigade Report (22 Apr. 

1945), the lounge near the dress circle and two pairs of curtains were severely damaged, while a portion of the wall 

and window sash were slightly damaged by heat. The cause of the fire, which was reported just before 1.30 am, was 

apparently suspicious in nature as the wooden rear door had been forced open. The cinema manager at this time, Jessie 

H. Cohen, was employed by the Broadway Theatre Company Ltd.  
 

On 25 August 1954 Clay's Theatres Ltd, which still owned the theatre, was officially discharged from its mortgage to 

the National Bank of Australasia, and three years later signed off on a lease of the theatre to Greater Union Pictures 

(dated 10 October 1956). In 1965 the company agreed to let the Sydney Film Festival hold its screenings at the Hub, 

with the nearby Elizabethan Theatre (formerly the Majestic) also being used for a similar purpose. By the time Greater 

Union's lease officially expired the following year (19 April 1966), Clay's had already negotiated with Chris and 

Chariglia (Louis Film Company)
15

 to lease the property. Of interest here is the fact that the Registrar General's lease 

notification (dated 1 March 1966) indicates that the said property comprised only Lots 20 and 21. Later that year, the 

Hub and Elizabethan Theatre were again used as twin venues for the Sydney Film Festival.
16

  
 

In 1969, having been the Hub's lessees for almost three years, the Louis's reached an agreement with Clay's Theatres 

Pty Ltd (still under the control of H.T. Morgan and Sons) to purchase both the land and the  theatre. The sale was 

officially registered on 28 January 1969, thus bringing to an end the theatre's connection with Harry Clay and his once 

famous Sydney suburban vaudeville circuit.    
 

 

1970-2011 
 

Although primarily known as a cinema by most people today, and more commonly remembered as a porn cinema, the 

Hub's now dilapidated state belies the quite significant role it played in the diverse social and cultural changes that 

took place in Newtown and its nearby suburbs over the course of some 40 to 50 years. Following the end of the World 

War II, for example, the district saw an influx of European immigrants, particularly those from Greece and 

Yugoslavia. The Hub subsequently became one of several cinemas which specialised in screening non-English 

language films, with this focus continuing through until the early 1970s. On one occasion ethnic tension within the 

local community even saw the venue make headlines when a time bomb exploded at the back of the auditorium in the 

early morning of 19 December 1971. Timed to go off only hours after the screening of When You Hear the Bells, a 

film from Yugoslavia set in the early days of WWII, no one was injured and damage to the building was minimal. The 

explosion nevertheless destroyed some five rows of seating and broke several windows. A brick wall separating the 

lounge and the projection box also required some minor repairs. The Sydney Morning Herald records, too, that the 

force of the bomb hurled pieces of seating some 130 feet on to the stage. Although the damage was not discovered 

until the morning, the bomb is believed to have gone off at approximately 1.30am. A police spokesman indicated that 

they were concerned that a number of recent incidents appeared to involve members of the Yugoslav community and 

had immediately set up a task force using members of the Special Squad who had special knowledge of European 

migrants (20 Dec. 1971, 1).  
 

While all the Hub's lessees during its final two decades under ownership of the Louis family are yet to be established, 

it is known Clare Ellen Marie Edwards and Moorgate Pty Ltd both took out mortgages on the lease in 1974 and 1975 

respectively, and that both indentures were discharged in November 1975 when Hatmax Nominees Pty Ltd similarly 

took out a mortgage on the lease (dated 12 Oct). The next lease appears to have been taken up in 1977 by Kenneth 

Wilcsek (chemist) and his wife Susan, in partnership with John Gould (cinema manager). By this time the theatre, 

which had become quite dilapidated, was being operated as an X-rated picture house. Management also presented 

striptease and live "adult" sex shows. When the Wilcsek lease expired in March 1982 another mortgage lease was 

                                                           
14  Cited in a letter to the Chief Secretary's Department 7 December 1939.  D.T. Morrow and Gordon's address was Federal Mutual Chambers, 

129 Pitt Street, Sydney. 
15  The Registrar General describes them as "Chris Louis, Motion Picture Exhibitor, and Chariglia Louis, married woman, both of Carlton."   
16  Following the huge success of the venture the organisers were subsequently forced to seek one larger venue, however, and hence in 1967 

the Festival relocated to the Winter Garden at Rose Bay. 



registered the following month (14 Apr.) by P.T. Limited. This was discharged in July 1999.  P.T. Limited does not 

appear to have been associated with the theatre for long as another lease was registered on 19 April 1983 to Imtash Pty 

Ltd.
17

 A renewal option is recorded as expiring on 9 March 1987.  
 

 
 

 

 

 

In terms of its appearance, the signs of age were clearly obvious by the 1980s. Later that decade the outside was given 

a coat of pink paint, but a few years later this was changed to white. Marrickville Council was forced to close Bedford 

Street in 1995 as a means of easing traffic congestion at the cross-roads, and subsequently created a pedestrian 

courtyard that stretches from Denison Street to Australia Street. The last of the x-rated screenings and adult shows 

took place in 1996, and since then the theatre has largely remained closed.  
 

 
 

Source: Newtown Research and Explorations website 
 

In 1999 Chris Vlattas and the Louis family (current owners of The Hub) spent around one million dollars on 

renovations to The Hub, with major upgrades including an alarm system, smoke detectors, 100 amp-3 phase power 

being supplied throughout the building and the floor tiles restored in the foyer (Johnstone, 12).
18

 It was later used 

                                                           
17  The writing on the Certificate of Title (Vol. 5545; Fol. 155) is difficult to read and the name of this company is therefore a best guess at 

this time. 
18  Information supplied from an interview with Ben Kardachi (Jones Lang Lasalle Real Estate Agents). 

 

Sydney Morning  Herald 

20 Dec. (1971), 1. 



briefly the Fringe Theatre company for a production of Shakespeare's Cymbeline in April 2002 (Johnstone, 12).
19

  The 

Sydney Comedy Festival also used the venue for its 2006 season. The building has also be used for occasional 

commercial ventures, including for example, a venue for book sales. 
 

In recent years the National Trust has proposed that the building become a venue for independent films, and hence fill 

the gap left by the closure of similar venues over Sydney (notably the Valhalla Cinema, Glebe). In 2008 Vlattas 

presented a DA proposal to Marrickville Council hoping to convert the theatre into retail space. The proposal was 

refused, however, on traffic and heritage grounds. Vlattas, who has since complained that the Council has been 

blocking his efforts to develop it for decades, suggests that the Trust's proposal is "irrelevant because it would not get 

through council" (Sansom, n. pag.; Pearce n. pag.). He also claims that his earlier approach to the Australian Film 

Commission for help in turning the venue into a cinema showing only Australian films was similarly knocked back. In 

speaking to Marie Sansom in 2010, Vlattas said, "As much as we want to keep it in the family, we're getting sick and 

tired of it all. Rest assured we've tried every angle to get this running." Whether or not the Trust has moved towards 

registering the Hub or is even contemplating its historical significance is unclear as its NSW Advocacy Manager, 

Graham Quint, has so far refused to acknowledge or reply this author's repeated attempts to discuss either the theatre 

or its forthcoming centenary.
20

  
 

Responses from the Newtown community in recent years have generally agreed that something needs to be done. 

Janet Clayton (from the Newtown business precinct) is keen to see the venue back as part of Newtown's entertainment 

scene. In early 2010 she said: "We have all regretted that The Hub has lain fallow for so long given its important 

position in the heart of Newtown (Pearce, n. pag.). Century Venues' Greg Khoury, who has campaigned to revive 

Sydney's indie cinemas believes that a working group should be set up with a view to reactivating the site.  "It's about 

collaboration and all of the parties have different imperatives," he said." We need to get them at the table talking. It's a 

brilliant venue and everyone knows it. It’s got such a high profile and is in an iconic position." A spokesperson for the 

Marrickville Council is quoted as saying that while it is interested in the idea of the theatre being used for theatre and 

stand-up comedy, each proposal would have to be judged on its merits." The spokesperson also said that "it was 

realistic to say traffic, noise and heritage could all be issues" that would affect the outcome (Sansom, n. pag.). 
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19  Information supplied from an interview with Roz Rielly (Fringe Theatre Company). A review and details of the Cymberline production can 

also be accessed at http://craftwaresolutions.com.au/factoryspace/cymbeline/cymHub.htm (ctd. 25/07/2011). 
20  A letter outlining the findings of this entry, and the building's forthcoming centenary was sent to the National Trust (NSW) on 4 August 

2011. No reply has ever been received. During a research trip to Sydney almost two months later this author called in personally to the Trust's 

Sydney offices (on 29 Sept.) and met with a representative who indicated that Graham Quint (Advocacy Manager responsible for the National 

Trust Register) would get in touch. No contact has been forthcoming as of 11 January 2013. Apart from the appalling display of discourtesy 

shown by the Trust and its representatives, the lack of interest suggests either an agenda of disinterest in relation to this significant Australian 

heritage building by the Trust or organisational inefficiency.        
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HISTORICAL NOTES AND CORRECTIONS 
 

1. Much misinformation, error and confusion surrounds the history of the Bridge Theatre. Indeed most of the media 

reportage on the building published since the late 1990s (as well as that relating to Harry Clay's career in general) 

is recycled from secondary sources which are themselves inaccurate.  This can be seen, for example, in a number 

of publications which use information derived from Amanda Meade's 1993 report for the Sydney Morning Herald, 

"Hub's the Rub in Town Square." In that article the Marrickville Mayor Barry Cottier wrongly reports that the 

Hub was built in 1908 as the Edward J. Cole Hippodrome "before it became Clay's Bridge Theatre in 1910." This 

information has subsequently been repeated in later media reports and various websites, including David 

Johnstone (2003), Leann Richards (HAT website), Newtown Research and Explorations (community/ history 

website), Ken Roe (Cinema Tour and Cinema Treasures website), David Pearce Film Journal International) and 

Marie Sansom (Inner West Courier).   
 

The terms Hub No 1 and Hub No 2 are also misleading, because 

there were in fact three Newtown venues using that name. There is 

evidence which indicates, too, that the names have been switched 

around at various times. This occurs not only in the recall of 

individuals and in historical accounts but also in official 

documentation.  
 

The two theatres most identified with the name are the original Hub 

Theatre at 218-222 King St (built in 1914); and Harry Clay's Bridge 

Theatre (1913), which became known as The Hub in late 1934 

(around the same time that the King Street Hub became Hoyts 

Newtown Theatre).  
 

The third Hub Theatre (Hub No 2), previously Newtown Victoria 

Theatre, Victoria Pictures, Victoria Theatre and Newtown Stadium, 

was situated in Erskinville Road at the corner of Angel Street. It 

became the Hub No 2 in 1935 when the lease was taken over by 

Broadway Theatres, which by then had already acquired the Bedford 

Street Hub. The Erskinville Road Hub continued to be known as Hub 

No2 until it ceased exhibiting films in the late 1940s (possibly as late 

as 1949). In 1952 the freehold had passed to the Federation of Police-

Citizen's Boys Clubs which later converted the building into a 

gymnasium and auditorium (Parkinson, 102). 

 

 

 
 

Sydney Morning Herald 17 Feb. (1947), 11. 

 

Sydney Morning Herald 31 Aug. (1946), 13. 

 

A secondary record which confuses the Bridge Theatre/Hub (No 1) venue with the Erskinville Hub (No 2) is the 

Flinders University's CAARP database: In its entry for the "King Street" Hub Theatre it notes: "This is the original 

Hub Theatre in Newtown. It is now known as the Burland Hall. The present day Hub is Hub No. 2 situated on 

Newtown Bridge."  CAARP is proposing here that the Harry Clay theatre should be referred to as Hub No 2.  

However, official documentation between the 1930s and at least 1952 (namely the Fire Commissioner's file 

20/15013), refers to the Erskinville Road Hub theatre as Hub No 2. See for example correspondence and 

documents dated 30 Apr. 1930; 2   May 1930; 12 Aug. 1932; 8 Mar.  1937; 31 Jan. 1939; 27 May 1940; 28 Nov. 

1940; 10 Apr. 1946; and 22 May 1952.  
  

 NB: For further insight into the three Newtown Hub Theatres see Robert Parkinson's Picture Shows in the  

  Marrickville and Newtown Districts 1898-2012 (2012). 
  
 

 
 

The original Hub Theatre (later 
Burland Hall) 

Newtown Jubilee Souvenir 1862-1922  (1922). 
 



2. "Harry Clay" History of Australian Theatre (HAT) website:  The following extract relating to the Bridge 

Theatre (last sighted on 14 Jan. 2013), is taken from Leann Richards entry (first published in the mid-to-late 

1990s):  
 

By 1910, Harry Clay had set up head quarters in Newtown, to the west of Sydney, and was promoting shows in 

the Sydney suburbs. In that year his primary venues were the Hippodrome, later the Bridge Theatre, in 

Newtown and The Royal Standard Theatre in the city. The Hippodrome, for those who know the Newtown 

area, was located where the old Hub Theatre still stands… Clay was unique in that he took the theatre to the 

burgeoning suburban areas of Sydney. In 1910 a typical Clay's programme had a performance at Petersham 

Town Hall on Monday, Parramatta on Tuesday, Newtown on Wednesday, Ashfield on Thursday, North 

Sydney on Friday and The Royal Standard on Saturday. 
 

Research into Harry Clay's career indicates that he never at any stage presented shows at the Newtown 

Hippodrome. Nor was he associated with the property on which the Bridge/Hub theatre stands until 1912. The 

only venue he has been linked to in Newtown prior to building his own theatre there was St George's Hall. It 

should be further noted that Clay's Sydney suburban circuit (which included his shows at St George's Hall) dates 

back to at least 1903. Although he had no known "headquarters" until 1913, it was more likely that his 

"operations" were being organised for much of this early period out of the more centrally-located Royal Standard 

Theatre (aka Clay's Standard) in Castlereagh Street.
21

 
 

 

3. Research on the Hub Theatre, Newtown, NSW:   Compiled by David Johnstone in 2003 for the Marrickville 

 Council's Local Studies Centre (Petersham Town Hall), this report contains numerous errors. Unfortunately 

 Johnstone, who is not a historian, did not consult the 1998 MA thesis "Harry Clay and Clay's Vaudeville 

 Company 1965-1930" which has been available through both the Marrickville Council Library (792.7 DJUB) and 

 the University of Queensland's Fryer Library (THE 13292).  The major errors that need to be addressed are:  
 

•  Page (i):    The claim that E.I. Cole's Hippodrome was the first live theatre in Newtown, fails to recognise that 

St George's Hall had been used for "live" entertainment almost from the day it had been opened. Harry Clay, for 

example, was associated with the Hall as a manager during 1890s. The claim that the Bridge Theatre was also the 

first "live" theatre operating outside of Sydney (presumably meaning the CBD) is also erroneous. Clay had been 

operating a Sydney suburban circuit since at least 1903, playing schools of arts, town halls Masonic halls etc. This 

had been the standard type of venue for suburban vaudeville and minstrelsy for decades previous.  
 

As noted in the AVTA entry on Clay's Bridge Theatre Company Ltd, the suburbs of Sydney had been entertained 

by variety companies since at least the 1880s. The Darlinghurst Hall, St George's Hall (Newtown), Sir Joseph 

Banks Pavilion and Pleasure Grounds (Botany) and the Bondi and Coogee aquariums were just a few of the non-

city venues in suburban Sydney to be used by vaudeville and minstrel companies. Indeed, Harry Clay's first 

professional appearance in Sydney occurred in 1885 at Botany.  Produced under the management of Frank Smith, 

these shows were staged every Sunday for several years. [For further evidence see both the MA and PhD theses uploaded onto 

this site] 
 

•  Page (ii):    The 1909 Queensland tour Johnstone refers to here was not a vaudeville tour, and was certainly not 

Clay's first foray into the state. He'd been touring Queensland on an annual basis since 1901. Walter Bentley was 

a dramatic actor (a Scottish tragedian who specialised in Shakespeare). The tour was billed as Clay's Dramatic 

Company [For details see "Harry Clay and Clay's Vaudeville Co" MA Thesis, Chapter 5 and Appendix C. See also Walter Bentley's 

entry in the AVTA - "Practitioners: Other - A-L].  
 

•  Page (iii):   Clay could not have taken over the Hippodrome in 1910 as is claimed here because, and as 

advertisements in the Theatre magazine record, he was he was still presenting his Newtown shows at St George's 

Hall  (see for example the November 1910 issue). James Brennan was also running the Newtown Hippodrome in 

1911 and 1912 (Jan. 1912, 21).  
 

Further evidence supporting the AVTA's claim that Clay didn't begin operating his variety shows from Benson 

Street until 1913 can be found in an article published in the Sun (19 July 1913, n. pag,) which records the opening 

of Clay's new theatre that evening. Articles and references published in Australian Variety in November and 

December 1913 also refer to the Bridge Theatre as Clay's "home," while one review also notes: "The Bridge 

Theatre is fast becoming one of the institutions  of the Newtown District" (24 Dec., n. pag). The general inference 

in these comments is that Clay's association with the venue was then considered recent. 
 

                                                           
21  Richards was contacted by Clay Djubal in the late 1990s and told of the many errors in her "Harry Clay" entry. It was suggested at that 

time that she should consult either his 1998 MA thesis or "From Minstrel Tenor to Vaudeville Showman: Harry Clay, 'A Friend of the Australian 

Performer,'" published in Australasian Drama Studies in 1999. Surprisingly, no changes or corrections appear to have been made to her entry to 

date (Jan. 2013), and hence these errors continue to be replicated by people using the HAT website. 



•  Pages (iv and 8):   Johnstone records in the timeline (under 1934) that "Harry adopt[ed] the name 'The Hub.'" 

This is incorrect as Clay had died some ten years earlier.  

 

•  Page (5):    The claim that Clay was "mysteriously... omitted from the" 1912 Newtown Jubilee Souvenir 

magazine because his shows had probably not been "a proven success" despite "the fact" that he'd been there for 

two years is uninformed conjecture. The reason for his non-inclusion is more likely that he was not yet then 

considered either a local resident (he lived in Glebe) or a local businessman. This is because his Newtown shows 

were at that time only playing Newtown once a week (at St George's Hall) and not every night at the Bedford 

Street site as Johnstone has assumed. 

 

•  Page (6):  The Fullers' Majestic Theatre didn't operate as a  picture theatre in the early 1920s (or even the mid-

1920s). It may have exhibited some films as part of a vaudeville program (as did Clay and nearly every other 

vaudeville manager at some stage of their career), but this would have been very rare. A comprehensive search 

through the Fuller News magazine for the period 1922-1923, in addition to the Theatre and Australian Variety has 

failed to find a single advertisement for films at that theatre.  

 

•  Page (6):  Johnstone also writes on page 6 that "in 1910, just prior to purchasing the Hippodrome, Clay told the 

Theatre magazine that he was going to give up his circuit for a while because 'the picture shows, particularly in 

the suburbs, have proved too much for me.'" As can be noted in the copy of that article [see next page], Clay makes 

no reference to the Newtown Hippodrome. The association (and forthcoming purchase that year) have been 

erroneously assumed by Johnstone.  
 

The move to film exhibition in 1910 (as with a similar 

situation in 1915) was more likely Clay's response to a 

temporary lull in audience  numbers  as  people  went to 

check out the new film houses that were beginning to spring 

up. This is very likely a similar pattern to the one which saw 

cinema patronage suffer temporarily following the 

introduction of TV in 1956 and  video in the 1970s. 

Johnstone's claim, too, that Clay's battle "against the movie 

theatres only got harder as time marched on" is  similarly 

refuted by evidence presented in the AVTA which shows 

that his suburban and NSW country circuits underwent 

significant expansion from 1916 through until the early 

1920s. [See for example, "Harry Clay," "Clay's Bridge Theatre 

Company Ltd" and Harry Clay and Clay's Vaudeville Company - 

1865-1930, MA Thesis, Chapters 3 and 4, and Appendix D] 
 

•  Page (6): Johnstone's claim that Clay's experimentation 

with film in 1915 was in part the result of the large number 

of men from the area leaving to join the war and his inability 

to "get the international performers he had relied on 

previously" is a similarly flawed assumption. In the first 

instance, Clay's significant expansion during 1916 and 1917 

suggests that there were still many people desiring his 

entertainment in Newtown and elsewhere. Extensive research 

into his contracted artists between 1901and the mid-to-late 

1920s [see Research Lists page] shows that he never relied on 

international performers. Clay's was always regarded as the 

premier training ground for local artists, and while he 

nevertheless booked any foreign acts or artists available to 

tour his circuits (they typically came to Clay's after 

completing Tivoli or Fullers' contracts), never at any stage 

did his business rely on them. Although it is true that a good 

many performers on Clay's roster were not born in Australia, 

the vast majority were either already considered resident 

artists or were in the process of becoming residents (or 

Australian citizens).  
 
 

 
 

Theatre July (1910), 25. 

 



4. "Newtown Social Scene and Activities - Past and Present: A-Z: A-Z." Published as part of the Newtown 

Research and Explorations website (sighted 29/05/2011), the entry on The Hub also includes a number of errors 

relating to Harry Clay, the  Bridge Theatre and its predecessor, the Hippodrome.  
 

•   The writer cites Leann Richards' incorrect claim that Clay worked in "the 1890s for Harry Rickards as a Tivoli 

regular." Research into his career indicates that he only ever worked for Rickards in 1893, and then for only three 

months in total. [see "Harry Clay and Clay's Vaudeville Company: 1865-1930, Chapter 2, 42-43] 
 

•  The entry also records: "The building of  the present day Hub Theatre on Bridge Street dates  from 1908 when it 

was the first live theatre built outside the city. Originally known as the Edward J. Hippodrome it later became the 

Clays' Bridge Theatre in 1910 when Harry Clay took ownership."  
 

As noted above, the 1908 date for the Bridge Theatre is incorrect. The earlier venue should also be more correctly 

 identified as the Newtown Hippodrome," "E.I. Cole's Hippodrome" or at least "Cole's Hippodrome. There was 

never any venue known by the name Edward J. Hippodrome." 
 

•  Further down in the entry, David Johnstone's erroneous argument regarding Harry Clay's non-appearance in the 

pages of  the 1912 Newtown Souvenir is recycled. In this instance, however, the author rewrites history by 

claiming that Clay was "barred" from the official celebrations. Johnstone only implies that he was "mysteriously 

omitted" [see Section 3, page 5 above for a more likely reason for his non-inclusion]. The claim that it took Clay until 

1922 to be considered a respectable Newtown and Sydney businessman is similarly unfounded. Clay's close 

association with Newtown Alderman and Mayor, H.T. Morgan, and another well-known local businessman A. R. 

Abbott from at least 1912 (and possibly as far back as 1900), suggests that he was considered "respectable" long 

before the 1920s. As noted above, Clay's omission from the 1912 celebrations was likely the result of his 

Newtown association being seen by the organisers as cursory and not an "established" local business. 
 

 

5. "National Trust Seeks Rebirth of Two Sydney Cinema Treasures." In this 2010 article about the National 

Trust's interest in the Hub, David Pearce recycles several of the errors noted above, including a word for word 

replication of Ken Roe's 2006  contribution to Cinema Tour- Cinema History Around the World: 
 

The Hub opened in 1908, the first major theatre built outside the city, and closed in 1990…. Also known as 

Edward J. Hippodrome, Clay's Bridge Theatre and Newtown Art Theatre, it has a capacity of 1,106 seats. 

 

As with Ken Roe's Cinema Tour and Cinema Treasure entries on the Hub, this article also erroneously claims that 

the theatre was at one stage known as the Newtown Art Theatre. In this instance Roe has most likely confused the 

Hub No 1 and Hub No 2, and Pearce has simply replicated this. 
 

 
 

The Hub Theatre (from Benson Street) 
Photo by Clay Djubal (1997) 

 

 

6. "Hub Cinema: 7 Bedford Street, Newtown NSW, 2042."  Ken Roe's contribution to the Cinema Treasures 

website (see below) similarly records 1910 as the year Clay opened the Bridge Theatre. Roe also confuses the 

original Hub Theatre (218- 222  King St, Newtown) with the Coronation Theatre (Erskinville).  The Coronation 

Theatre was never at any stage known as The Hub. As noted above, his claim  that The Hub was at  one time  

known as the Newtown Art Theatre is not supported by any evidence, and is likely to be have been derived from 

Roe's confusion over the identity of the original Hub Theatre (aka Burland Hall) and the renamed Bridge Theatre. 

His claim, too, that Clay's theatre was converted into a cinema in 1913 is also incorrect.   
 



     Located in the (now) trendy Sydney inner-city suburb of Newtown, opposite Newtown Railway Station. The 

Clays Bridge Theatre opened in 1910 with vaudeville. It was converted into a cinema, opening on 16th July 

1913. Re-modelled in 1939 to a modern Art Deco style and re-named Hub Theatre. Later known as Hub Theatre 

No 1, after the nearby former Coronation Theatre on Erskineville Road, Erskineville had been re-named Hub 

Theatre No.2. 

     Later known as the Newtown Art Theatre, it reverted back to the Hub Theatre name in the 1970's. It became 

an adult porn cinema, which was closed down in the late-1990s. After that, it was briefly used as a live theatre by 

the Shakespeare Players, but they moved out in 2002. Since then the building has remained shuttered, with 

several plans to re-open, that have come to nothing (n. pag.). 
 

 

7. "Reprieve for 'Significant Icon." In his 2010 Theatre Heritage Australia article on the National Trust's decision 

 to register the Hub/Bridge, Frank Van Straten provides a brief insight into Harry Clay, his career and operations, 

 as well as the history  of the theatre. Drawing on assistance from the Marrickville Heritage Society (presumably 

 David Johnstone's "Report on  the Hub Theatre"), along with Dr Robert Mitchell and Simon Rumbole, the article 

 recycles a number of errors that continue to be reflected in the published history of the Bridge/Hub Theatre. 

 One of these, for example, is the date the theatre was built (here incorrectly identified as 1911). It is Van 

 Straten's choice of expression in a number of instances, however, that serves to exemplify of the type of 

 "contextual slippage" that Graeme Turner warns historians and cultural theorists about in Nation, Culture, Text: 

 Australian Cultural and Media Studies (1993, page 4). This typically occurs when people attempt to write about 

 a subject they are not overly familiar with, and hence the syntax of a passage or even particular words can 

 unintentionally mislead (i.e. distort or change historical fact) or infer something entirely different to what was 

 intended. Examples in this article include the following section: 
 

Born in 1865 at Singleton, N/S.W., Clay made his debut at Sydney's Alhambra for Frank Smith around 1885. 

Venturing into management he soon established a circuit of vaudeville theatres around the suburbs of Sydney; 

the Princess, near Central Railway, the Gaiety in Oxford Street, the Coliseum (later the independent) in North 

Sydney, and his pride and joy, the ubiquitous little Bridge Theatre."  
 

 •  Clay was born at Patrick's Plains. This reference should more correctly say "near." 

• The use of the word "soon" in the context of the second sentence both ignores Clay's 15 years as a vaudeville 

performer between 1885 and 1900,  and implies that his career as  Sydney-based  vaudeville entrepreneur 

began not long after his Frank Smith engagements.  Evidence to date indicates that while 1903 is the most 

likely year Clay began his Sydney venture, he could have possibly trialled it in 1902, the year after his first 

Queensland tour.  The circuit could not have started before late 1901, however, as Clay was working for other 

managements prior to that time. 

• While Van Straten is correct in identifying all four venues as being operated by Clay, this passage implies 

that they were part of his early circuit.  The gap between starting his Sydney circuit and taking on the first of 

these theatres was at least  a decade, however (the first theatre being the Bridge Theatre in 1913).  It was not 

until 1918 that Clay took up the lease of the Princess Theatre and North Sydney Coliseum, while his 

association with the Gaiety did not officially begin until 1919. Between 1903 and 1913 and between 1916 and 

1918 Clay operated almost exclusively out of suburban town halls, Masonic halls etc, as well as the Standard 

Theatre (aka Royal Standard or Clay's Standard) in the city.  During   the  1913-1916  period  he  only  

operated  the  Bridge  Theatre  and Coronation  Theatre  (Leichhardt, on  Saturday nights) as well as his 

Queensland tours.  
 

Other issues that require clarification and correction are:  
 

• The article mentions Clay's Newcastle and South-west NSW circuits but does not mention the 18 annual tours 

of Queensland (1901-1918). The reference to "around Newcastle" should also more correctly refer to the 

Hunter Valley region, as Clay's circuit did not play "only" in that city. 

• Van Straten incorrectly refers to the Bridge Theatre as The Hub while writing about Clay's Saturday night 

audiences being tough. The following passage - "Renamed the Hub, Clay's headquarters became a cinema" - 

also infers that the theatre was called the Hub and operated as a cinema while under the management of 

Clay's company. While Clay's Theatre Ltd did own the theatre up until 1966 its headquarters status ended in 

1929, a decade before it was renamed and began operating as a fulltime cinema. From 1929 it was leased to 

other concerns.    

• The claim that Clay "died in obscurity in 1925," insinuates that Clay had been forgotten by the industry 

and/or public by that time and that his death subsequently went unnoticed. This clearly did not happen. Clay's 

death was not only reported in  several major newspapers and industry magazines, but attendance at his 

funeral is said to have been one of  the largest to have assembled for a theatrical identity to that stage. 

Among the mourners were many well- known stars of the vaudeville stage, the industry and even the 

legitimate theatre.  



 

 
 

The Hub, from the rear - Alton Lane (1997) 
Photo by Clay Djubal (1997) 

 
 

The Hub Theatre (2007) 
Source: Joe Latty (flickr.com) 

 

8. "Who Lived in Your Street?: Henry (1865-1925) and Essie (1888-1948) Clay" Published in the 

October/November 2012 issue of the Glebe Society Bulletin, this local history research article by Lyn 

Collingwood provides overviews of Harry and Essie's lives and careers, paying particular attention to their 

connection with several houses in Glebe. Unfortunately the author also continues to replicate many of the same 

myths mentioned previously. In relation to the Bridge Theatre, for example, she writes that Clay built his 

Newtown headquarters in 1911. Other notable errors include: 
 

• "Harry Clay "was a singer in minstrel shows before joining Harry Rickards' vaudeville company," and "by the 

1890s he was a regular at Rickards Tivoli." Clay in fact spent no than three months with Rickards, and this 

was in mid-1893. 
 

 • "A chance remark by Clay led to Roy Rene's creation of 'Mo." The name for Rene's alter-ego has long been 

attributed to Bill Sadler, who in 1916 was the doorman/front of house manager at the Princess Theatre - when  

Phillips and Rene first performed as Stiffy and Mo. The Princess was then under the management of Harry 

Sadler and Jack Kearns. Harry Clay's association with the Princess did not begin until 1918, and as Rene had 

been touring under contract to the Fullers for several years it is very unlikely that he had any connection with 

Clay at that time. 
 

• Collingwood's claim that the success of the Stiffy and Mo routines inspired George Wallace and Jack 

Paterson's Dinks and Oncus double act is tenuous. Not only does she ignore the many "successful" comedy 

partnerships that worked the Australian variety stage prior to Stiffy and Mo (McKisson and Kearns, Morris 

and Wilson, the Bovis Bros etc) but also other contemporary comedy teams such as Bert Le Blanc and Jake 

Mack, Paul Stanhope and Les Bates to name but two. Furthermore, the Stiffy and Mo and Dinks and Oncus 

partnerships were very different to each other. Whereas Phillips and Rene played their parts entirely within 

revusical productions, and without the use of physical comedy, Wallace and Paterson were known as 

"knockabout comedians" whose work was mostly presented as part of a vaudeville bill. 
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From NSW Certificate of Title Registration Book: Vol. 3596 Fol. 220 

Courtesy of Bill Ellis, Enmore Theatre NSW  
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From NSW Certificate of Title Registration Book: Vol 5545 Fol 155 

Copies of these documents were originally provided Bill Ellis, Enmore Theatre NSW (1997). These newer and more complete documents 

courtesy of the NSW Land Property Information (2011) 
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