
AMY ROCHELLE 
 

Sydney Conservatorium-trained singer, Amy Rochelle made her first stage appearance in 1912 aged 

14. After becoming one of Harry Clay's leading attractions (1914-1918) she spent the next 10 years on 

the Fullers' circuit - notably as a pantomime principal boy and with the Stiffy and Mo Company. She 

also expanded her vaudeville repertoire with child impersonations and as a pianist. Rochelle continued 

performing into the 1950s, appearing on radio as a singer and actor. Her first husband was Harry R. 

Kitching (editor of Australian Variety). 

 

Born in Sydney on 26 January 1898, Amy Rochelle trained at the NSW 

Conservatorium, and made her first appearance on the stage in 1912 aged 

14. By early 1915 she was under contract to Sydney-based variety 

entrepreneur Harry Clay, an engagement which that same year included a 

six month tour of Queensland. Her reception throughout that state was 

such that Clay sent her back the following year. In 1916 Rochelle was on 

the short list for a Melba Scholarship, but according to reports at the time 

her heavy schedule as one of Harry Clay's leading attractions meant that 

she was unable to make the selection finals. It was claimed in the trade 

journals that Madam Melba was contemplating a private audition to 

accommodate the new Australian "nightingale." Over the 1916/17 

summer period Rochelle starred in Clay's pantomime extravaganza In the 

Court of Father Xmas, which is believed to have been her first 

professional appearance as a principal boy. By 1917 she was an integral 

part of Clay's No 1 Revue Co, if not one of the most popular acts playing 

the circuit. The company, primarily a vehicle for Arthur Morley's 

revusicals, comprised some of Harry Clay's biggest stars - Ted Stanley, 

Eileen and Bessie Phillips, Will Rollow, James Caldwell, Bert and Evelyn 

Dudley, Elsie Bates (Morley's wife), Lulu Eugene and Morley himself. 

The company toured such popular revusicals as Dockum Street, 

Woolloomooloo, The Musical Comedy Girl, The Island of Spice, Run for 

the Doctor and Morley's hit from the previous year, Not a Word to the 

Wife. 

 

 
 

Source: National Library of Australia 

 

On the 9th of June 1917 Rochelle married Harry R. Kitching, the Australian Variety editor, who also took on the role 

of her manager. Shortly after her marriage she became pregnant, but was found in the last stages of her pregnancy to 

be suffering from acute ptomaine poising. This resulted in her losing the baby a bare three days after it was born in 

February 1918. Reportedly having died several times, Rochelle spent some considerable period recuperating, finally 

returning to the stage in late 1918 through engagements with Clay's and later a brief spot on the Tivoli bill under Hugh 

D, McIntosh's direction. It was while she was appearing with McIntosh that Rochelle was spotted by the Fullers who 

sought to engage her for their company. Although only having briefly returned to Harry Clay's circuit, he 

recommended her to his competitors and she soon afterwards accepted a role in the Fullers in their 1918/19 Christmas 

pantomime Babes in the Woods (replacing Queenie Paul in January of 1919). Still effectively under contract to Harry 

Clay, Rochelle returned to the Bridge Theatre following pantomime duties and played one last brief engagement for 

her mentor. A few months later the Theatre wrote of Rochelle: 
 

Queenie Paul as principal boy [Babes in the Wood, Fullers pantomime, Grand Opera House] was succeeded by 

Amy Rochelle, who is understood to have got the position on the recommendation of Harry Clay. With Mr Clay 

she had been a fixture for years. Miss Rochelle in age and appearance is still a mere girl. She has an attractive 

figure - tall and slight; and is distinctly good-looking. She speaks clearly, with full appreciation of the point in 

every line she utters and is easy and confident in all she does. Self-consciousness is unknown to her. But above 

all these recommendations is her singing. Her voice is remarkable for its pleasing quality, together with its range 

and power. Furthermore, her highest notes, flooding as it were the whole building, are taken without the least 

apparent effort. The use of her voice, however, is not free of certain vaudeville tricks; but except to the 

musically exacting her singing for this very reason must be all the more effective. While Miss Rochelle is to be 

congratulated on the chance she is getting with the Fullers the latter must similarly be congratulated on securing 

her services. For in her the firm named have an exceptionally fine principal boy. They might have sent to 

England or America without getting a performer to equal this Sydney-born girl. Certain it is that not within my 

memory has Australia seen a principal boy who in all-round qualifications for such a role can be said to surpass 

her (Apr. 1919, 15). 
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Following her final engagement with Harry Clay Rochelle signed a contract with the 

Fullers that was reportedly the largest ever given to an Australian principle boy to 

that date. During her association which with the firm, lasted until around 1928, Amy 

Rochelle rivalled Nellie Kolle as one of the company's leading principal boys, 

playing some eight or nine Christmas pantomimes in a row. She also became a 

major asset to Nat Phillips' Stiffy and Mo Revue Company, which she joined 

sometime in 1919. It is believed that she spent most of the year with the company, 

performing in some of the troupe's most popular revusicals of that period, including 

The Waiters, In the Army and The Sanatorium. After finishing up with the troupe 

Rochelle went briefly back to straight variety on the Fullers Australian and New 

Zealand circuit, expanding her solo repertoire with child impersonations and a piano 

act. As the Theatre notes at this time: "Amy Rochelle is no longer hidden in revue, 

but takes her place in Fuller vaudeville as a single performer. Miss Rochelle is a 

Sydney-sider with youth in her favour, and had her best opportunity to date in 

Fullers last pantomime at the Grand Opera House" (June 1920, 11). According to 

most press reports Rochelle's greatest asset was her singing. Indeed, she was seen by 

many critics of the day as the country's premier vaudeville soprano. For the Fullers' 

1919/20 pantomime, Cinderella, Rochelle even contributed her own composition. 

Nat Phillips was so inspired by her voice that he composed his song, "Bert Hinkler," 

(which celebrates the feats of the famous airman) expressly for her.   
 

Rochelle retired from the stage for a brief time in 1920, returning to the Fullers for their 1920/21 Melbourne 

pantomime season, for which she again wrote a song. As with most other variety artists of the period Rochelle was not 

on an exclusive full time contract with one organisation, and so in August 1921 she began a brief engagement with 

John N. McCallum's Town Topics company at the Cremorne Theatre, Brisbane. Given a welcome to the city by the 

Mayor and an enormous turn-out of people, her opening at the Cremorne saw an equally large number of people 

turned away from 3000 seat venue. 
 

The following year (1922) Rochelle returned to the Fullers, again appearing as principal boy in one of their 

pantomimes, this being Nat Phillips' Mother Goose (Hippodrome, Syd). Following this she went back on tour for the 

company on a fulltime basis. While on tour through Queensland in 1924, Rochelle's reputation was considered top 

shelf. "As a child impersonator, Miss Rochelle has no equal," wrote a Toowoomba Chronicle critic. "If one closed 

their eyes and listened, you would think you were listening to a small child of tender years singing. She has all the 

mannerisms of a child, even to the child-like cough. Her child stories are of exceptional interest, as they are original, 

and it can easily be said they have never been heard before" (15 Oct. 1924, n. pag.).  
 

In 1927 Rochelle rejoined the Stiffy and Mo Revue Co for its brief revival. Just It, records shortly after the new 

company made its debut:  
 

Amy Rochelle is a great help to the show. She sings many ballads in a charming manner. As playgoers all 

know, the versatile Amy is a musical comedy star with a powerful soprano voice, and her child impersonations 

are so life-like, that they have almost become classics. She received her musical education at the N.S.W. 

Conservatorium, and owes a lot to the advice of Antonia Dolores. One chronicles with pleasure her rise in the 

profession was due to merit and hard work, and a combination of vivacity and beauty, plus a voice of unusual 

beauty (2 July 1927, 28).  
 

Rochelle remained with the company through to its tour of New Zealand the following year, at which time Phillips and 

Rene split for the final time. 
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In December 1928 Rochelle again took on the principal boy role for the Fullers, 

this time in Little Red Riding Hood (Empire, Syd). Following that engagement 

she joined the company's Novellettes troupe (then under the direction of Walter 

George) and sometime around December 1929 or January 1930 formed a 

partnership with Stan Foley at the Bridge Theatre, Newtown, where they 

presented revues. The theatre was being leased from Clay's by her husband. 

Moving away from variety Rochelle took on the lead role in a production of The 

Belle of New York at Her Majesty's (Syd) in March 1930.  
 

The following year Rochelle re-established her association with Nat Phillips, 

joining his revue company at the Grand Opera House in August. The troupe, 

which had  had played a nine months season had taken a month off beginning 

19 July in order to make way for Frank Neil's Company of Comedians. 

Previously known as the Nat Phillips Revue Company the return season was 

advertised this time as the Nat Phillips and Syd Beck Snapshots revue company.  

Her fellow members included Joe Lawman, Stella Lamond and Keith Connolly.  

It is presently unclear if Rochelle travelled to Adelaide with the company for its 

extended season at the Tivoli (beginning 26 Sept.) and if so how long she 

remained with it. 
 

During the 1930s Rochelle appeared regularly in community singing broadcasts, 

often with the ABC Orchestra. She continued her association with radio in the 1950s 

as a cast member of the comedy series My Friend Irma, broadcast on relay from 

around February 1951 (AA: 10 Feb. 1951, 12). 
 

Amy Rochelle's last stage appearance found to date comes from a 1947 programme 

held in the Fryer Library's Nat Phillips Archive. The programme indicates that 

Rochelle was part of a Will Mahoney's company, then playing a season at Bruce 

Carroll's Tivoli Theatre in Perth. Among the company was veteran comic, Charles 

"Ike" Delavale and up-and-coming performer, Peggy Mortimer (later Peggy 

Topano). Charles Norman, who remembers Rochelle as "a very big-hearted and 

lovable lady with a voice almost equal to that of Gladys Moncrieff, also records that 

she and Harry Kitching eventually divorced. Rochelle later married the character 

actor Sydney Wheeler (who appeared in many J.C. Williamson's musical comedies), 

and had two sons with him. Frank Van Straten writes that Rochelle died in poverty at 

Sydney's Parkland Nursing Home on 30 June 1978 (correspondence 4 July 2013). 
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ADDITIONAL QUOTATIONS 
 

• Amy Rochelle is now in her 19
th
 week at Clay's Newtown Bridge Theatre, which needs little more comment. It 

 establishes an easy record, and displays the lady's ability as an artist. She is in splendid voice, and so well and 

 artistically used that it is really one of the best that we have heard for a long time. Her notes are absolutely 

 brilliant in their full quality of carrying power, and her solos always arouse the audience to warm approval. She is 

 very dainty and her movements are marked by refinement, whilst her expression and fascinating manner is a 

 valuable asset to her ability (AV: 27 Oct. 1915, 3). 
 

• Amy Rochelle will shortly stage a new and original act. No expense has been spared in the way of dressing etc. 

 She will be assisted by her own pianist on the stage. Publicity, in a novel manner, will be worked during her 

 season, as she knows what a valuable asset advertising is to any turn. Amy has a beautifully clear, well-toned 

 soprano voice. There is no reason why she should not make a big success of her act (AV: 18 Aug. 1915, n. pag.). 
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• "On the Wrong Track" :- Amy Rochelle has naturally a powerful, brilliant soprano voice. But she will not have it 

 very long of she continues misusing it as she is now doing. Besides saving it, a competent teacher – how few such 

 teachers there are in Sydney or elsewhere! – could turn it into an organ of unusual possibilities. Miss Rochelle 

 sings with a lot of facial mannerisms that suggest she is altogether too satisfied with herself. She needs to be told 

 that in addition to alienating her with the audience, the undue arching of the eyes and wrinkling of the forehead – 

 to indicate only some of her faults in this respect – must, if she persists in them result before too long in 

 permanent disfigurement to the face (TT: May 1916, 50). 
 

• Amy Rochelle, who was selected to proceed to Melbourne to sing in the finals of the melba scholarship, and who 

 declined to make the trip owing to the time lost, will probably be privately heard by the Queen of song on the 

 latter's return to Sydney. Miss Rochelle's chance of success in the competition was considered very rosy in some 

 quarters (AV: 1 Nov. 1916, 16). 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

• Amy Rochelle is a great favourite on Harry Clay's circuit. At Albury last week she stopped the show and was 

 called on for five songs, and then the audience were not satisfied. Mr Buderick (Clay's manager) had to come on 

 the stage and thank the audience and inform them that Miss Rochelle was suffering from a cold and could not sing 

 any more that night (AV: 27 June 1917, 3). 
 

• [Amy Rochelle back at the Bridge Theatre, Newtown in August after eight months 

 absence]. She was called upon  to do not less than six songs on her  opening, and it 

 was then with difficulty that she was allowed to leave the stage (9 Aug. 1918, 11). 
 

• Miss Amy Rochelle, the popular singer, is now almost recovered from her very 

 severe illness, during which she was several times reported dead. Mr Kitching 

 has been the recipient of many messages of sympathy, since the reported demise of 

 his wife, and these tokens of regret have become a heart burning. However, we are 

 pleased to state that Miss Rochelle is nearly right, and will shortly be seen around 

 again (22 Mar. 1918, 9). 
 

• Amy Rochelle terminates a very successful engagement with Harry Clay on 

 January 31
st
, after a period of five years during which she has proved a very 

 popular and successful artiste (AV: 24 Jan. 1919, 4). 
 

• Amy Rochelle received an excellent notice from the Sydney Bulletin last week. 

 The Bulletin was commenting on different artists who have been imported to 

 Australia and comparing them with talent that is in Australia and says: "There is no 

 need to bring out heroines and principal boys from abroad. If our present visitors 

 are fair samples of London successes there are a few girls who ought to  make a trip 

 to the Big Smoke at once. Amy Rochelle is one I'd like to gamble on. She has a 

 better voice and better figure than anyone on the London stage at present." This is 

 a notice worth having, coming from The Bulletin, as this paper is very candid at  all  

 times (AV: 15 July 1920, 11). 

1 Oct. (1920) 12 Nov. (1920) 

Theatre Feb. (1921), 44. 
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• Those who have heard Miss Amy Rochelle sing, and speak, never fail to acknowledge her as an artist of rare 

 merit, and her re-appearance in Toowoomba at the Strand Theatre last evening was accorded a most enthusiastic 

 reception... Gowned in cloth of silver and rhinestones, carrying a silver staff and wearing two gigantic ostrich 

 feathers in her rhinestone encrusted turban, she made a pretty picture, standing against black velvet curtains, and 

 her appearance added to the enjoyment of her singing, allied to that wonderful brightness and vivacity of manner 

 which are hers and which always endear her to her hearers. Her voice is a rich soprano with remarkable range and 

 some wonderful high notes which ring clear without being shrill (TC: 16 Oct. 1924, 3). 
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