
THE STAGPOOLES 
 

aka The Four Stagpooles / The Stagpoole Family 
 

Incl. Ted Stagpoole (1915- ) 
 

The Stagpoole family began touring their own show around 1899/1900 with the support of  one or two 

additional performers and a pianist. Madge specialised as a soubrette, Alec as a comic singer (and 

scenic artist), and Ted as a strongman, acrobat and contortionist. Each was nevertheless 

extraordinarily versatile. Between 1903 and 1905 they toured New Zealand for the Fullers, and later 

appeared in Australia for Harry Rickards and F. M. Clark among others. In 1908 they travelled to the 

USA as  the Four Stagpooles (the fourth member being Ted's wife, Ada), and scored much success as 

a comedy sketch team. Ted was especially acclaimed for his highly dangerous "neck fall" and his 

acrobatics in sketches like "The Crazy Caddie." The Stagpooles returned to Australia in 1913, having 

taken their act to Cuba, the Philippines, India, China and Japan. Two years later Alec and Madge 

Stagpoole retired, with Alec becoming Harry Clay's scenic artist at the Bridge Theatre (Sydney). Ted 

and Ada continued to work the variety stage through until at least the mid-1920s, with their 

movements being recorded in the UK and USA between 1916 and ca. 1920 and on the Tivoli circuit in 

Australia in 1923. 
 

The knockabout comedy and acrobatic troupe known variously as the 

Stagpooles, Stagooles Trio, Four Stagpooles and Stagpoole Family
1
 was 

arguably one of Australia's most successful vaudeville exports during the 

pre-WWI era, establishing a considerable reputation in the USA as well as 

throughout the Far East. During its early years the multi-talented troupe 

provided almost the entire evening's entertainment, presenting an array of 

performances that included feats of strength and contortionism, songs, 

dances, comedy and characters sketches. They also built and designed their 

own sets and scenery as well costumes.  

 

While it is still unclear when the act first came together this likely occurred 

sometime around 1898/1899, with the first line-up comprising Madge 

Stagpoole, her husband Alec Stagpoole (born Alexander Wright) and her 

younger half-brother and half-sister Ted and Hannah (aka Addie).
2
  Hannah 

soon afterwards left the act, however, and the Stagpooles toured for some six 

or seven years as trio before being joined by Ted's wife Adelaide (Ada).   
 
 

ca. 1876 - 1899 
 

While little is yet known of Alec Wright's early life or career, research into 

the Stagpooles by descendent Janine Stagpoole and her family, as well as 

from records located through newspaper searches indicates that Madge and 

Ted were born into a family with a background in both athletics and variety  

 
 

Courtesy of the Stagpoole Family and Friends 

Website 

entertainment. Their father John Joseph Stagpoole (aka Jack), had been born in Ireland ca 1850 and immigrated to 

New Zealand with his parents in 1861. After settling in New Plymouth,  he and his brother Martin became  actively 

involved in a variety  of sports, including gymnastics, swimming, boxing and wrestling. Although he later became a 

master baker, Jack Stagpoole also used his skills as an athlete within the sporting and entertainment industries. For 

many years he travelled around New Zealand with Chiarini's circus as a gymnast and wrestler. He also had a boxing 

career, being billed as J. J. "The Professor" Stagpoole. In 1876 he and his first wife, Elizabeth, gave birth to a daughter 

they called Mary Ann (1876-1973), but who became best known as Madge. Three years later Elizabeth died 

unexpectedly and Stagpoole subsequently married Mary MacKay (ca. 1853-1897) in 1882. Together the couple had 

four children, Edward (aka Ted, 1884-1966), Hannah Sarah (1885-1911), Bridget (1886-) and John Joseph Jnr 

(1887).
3
  

 

In 1886 Stagpoole and his family immigrated to Australia, where they lived a largely unsettled existence due to Jack's 

alternating careers as a baker, businessman and sportsman. The Cyclopedia of New Zealand entry on Stagpoole 

                                                           
1  One review from 1900 also records the troupe as the Stagpoole Comedy and Variety Company (NAEBT: 27 Nov. 1900, 2). 
2  Alec eventually kept the name Stagpoole as his professional name. His name has been spelled variously as "Alec" and "Alex" in the variety 

industry and by family. The AVTA has settled on Alec - the spelling which appears to be most commonly used during his career in the 1900s 

and 1910s.  
3  See "Historical Notes and Corrections" for births, deaths and marriage details (provided by Janine Stagpoole) 



("Bakers and Confectioners" page) indicates that he and his family spent time in Kimberley, Melbourne, Sydney, 

Wimmera, Queenstown  (Tasmania)  and Gympie  (Queensland).   The same source also records that during his  

time in Australia J. J. Stagpoole was the 

winner of numerous athletics trophies 

and the holder of at least three 

championships; namely, middle-weight 

wrestling (Australia), heavy weight 

wrestling (Queensland) and welter 

weight boxing (Victoria). 
 

It appears that by 1899 Stagpoole had 

moved to Tasmania. A report in the 

Hobart Mercury [right] records that he 

was living in Queenstown early that 

year, and continuing to be involved in 

wrestling. 
 

[For further details on J.J. Stagpoole and his 

family see the 

Stagpoole Family and Friends Website] 

 

 

Some three years earlier (Nov. 1896), Madge Stagpoole had begun a six-month season under the management of West 

Australian entrepreneurs Jones and Lawrence, appearing at their Old Englyshe Fayre entertainments in both Perth and 

Fremantle. While no mention of her father or other members of the family has yet been located, it is possible that they, 

too, were living either in Perth or elsewhere in the state. This may have been around the time J.J. Stagpoole is said to 

been living in the far north Kimberley region. Madge Stagpoole's reputation as a soubrette during her Perth 

engagement was even then quite high, suggesting that she had already gained much experience. Numerous reviews 

indicate in this respect that she was viewed by audiences and critics alike as an exceptional variety entertainer. The 

following are examples of press coverage she garnered during the course of her seven months in Perth. 
 

Miss Madge Stagpoole's ballad singing was quite the feature of the evening, and hearty applause was accorded 

her efforts  (WA: 23 Feb. 1897, 5). 
 

Miss Madge Stagpoole's sweet mezzo-soprano voice was thoroughly displayed in the ballade "Sitting in the 

Twilight" which gained a deserving encore, as did her rendering of "Sweet Arrabella" in the second part (WA: 5 

Apr. 1897, 5). 
 

It is believed that sometime between the end of her Perth engagement (May 1897) and 1900 Madge married Alec 

Wright. While Wright's name has not yet been linked with hers in advertisements or reviews until 1900, it is almost 

certain that he had already been working as either a comic singer or a scenic artist by the time they met. 
 

 

1900-1907 
 

According to a 1913 article published in the Adelaide Mail, the Stagpoole act was established some 15 years previous 

(making it circa 1898/99). Although the same writer notes that they began as a trio, reviews from several Tasmanian 

newspapers in 1900 record that Hannah Sarah (Addie) was then appearing with them. She doesn't appear to have 

continued this association after 1901, however.  Up until around mid-1903 the Stagpooles confined their movements 

to Tasmania (and mostly the smaller towns) as well as Melbourne (primarily the People's Concerts at the Temperance 

Hall). They may have also played some regional centres in Victoria. It is also believed that that they toured under the 

management of their father. While J. J. Stagpoole's name has not yet been linked with the troupe at this time, he is 

recorded as being its manager in 1914.
4
  Given that his previous experiences as both a performer and businessman it 

would have made him the obvious choice to oversee both the act's development and its financial management.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4  See, for example, the advertisements on page 6 of this biography. 
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Reviews of the Stagpooles' shows during their early years, as noted above, indicate that they presented a selection of 

offerings that ranged from comedy/character sketches to straight our knockabout farce, along with songs, dances and 

specialty acts. Additional entertainments were provided by a small number of performers (believed to have numbered 

around two or three) along with a pianist/music director. While each of the Stagpooles was required to undertake 

whatever role was needed, each nevertheless specialised in at least one performance type. Madge, as the soubrette, 

sang ballads and played the principal female parts in the sketches. Alec (a baritone), was the comedy singer, dancer 

and character actor who also designed and painted all their scenery. Ted, by all accounts the most gifted of the three, 

initially presented a strength act. He also developed over the years into a highly skilled contortionist and acrobat. Both 

Madge and Alec, as well as Ted's wife in later years, were also well able to handle the troupe's acrobatics. They also 

sometimes worked in partnership with each other - more commonly Madge and Alec or the two men. One early 

offering from Ted and Alec was a patter act billed as "Casey and Mickey" (ca. 1900). The following review from the 

North-Western Advocate and Emu Bay Times provides some insight into the type of shows they were presenting 

around this period:  
 

The Stagpoole Comedy and Variety Company, opened to an appreciative audience at Stanley on Saturday night 

last, when the hall of the Stanley Reading Room was well filled, and those present seemed-very well pleased 

with the items submitted. The first part of the programme was a one act comedy entitled "The Young Widow," 

the whole of the characters being well sustained. Then Mr Ted Stagpoole, although only a boy, gave an 

exhibition of his endurance with the clubs and dumb bells, which was simply marvellous. He lifted bells 85 lbs 

and 104 lbs in weight with ease from shoulder to arm's length. Miss Madge Stagpoole sang "Come to the 

Greenwood," which-was well received, and as an encore "Lu La Line," her voice was very sweet and powerful. 

Mr. Alex Stagpoole sang in character comic songs entitled "Husbands are Peculiar Things" and "Four and twenty 

Other Boys out at Night." Paddy Rafferty's comic [song], "Casey Found the Five Pound Note," was vociferously 

encored, and in response he danced an Irish reel, which was well received. Ted, Madge and Alex then appeared 

in an original sketch, "Our Day Out," introducing a trio in which their voices blended harmoniously. Miss Addie 

Stagpoole gave an exhibition of high kicking and dancing; singing also a song entitled "She's Good Enough for 

Me. The entertainment concluded with a laughable farce, "Slim Jim." The entertainment was very enjoyable, and 

kept the audience in continual laughter. On Sunday evening a sacred concert was given. The hall was again well 

filled, and a programme of a refined nature was submitted. The company appears at Wynyard to-night and to-

morrow night (27 Nov. 1900, 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Argus 7 June (1902), 16. 

 

 
 

North Western Advocate and Emu Bay Times  22 Nov. 1900, 3. 

 

 
 

Examiner (Launceston) 22 June (1901), 12. 
 

 
 

Examiner (Launceston, Tasmania)  25 June (1901), 1. 

 



Such was the Stagpooles' popularity that sometimes their shows didn't end with the concluding item. The North 

Western Advocate and the Emu Bay Times records a few days later, for example, that the male portion of the audience 

was so excited by Ted's display of strength that they remained afterwards and tried to lift the weights. The article goes 

on to note: "Although W. Taylor succeeded, after several tries, in lifting [one of the weights] once, young Stagpoole 

lifts it 13 times, and considering that he is only 16 years of age, the feat is remarkable" (4 Dec. 1900, 2). 
 

 
 

Courtesy of Janine Stagpoole, Stephen Minhinnick and Vaughan Stagpoole 

Stagpoole Family and Friends Website 
 

The Stapooles' appearances at the People's Concerts (Temperance Hall, Melb) in 1902 were being billed as 

"Marvellous pantomimic vaudeville burlesque entertainers in society sketches and character impersonations." 

Interestingly, an advertisement for the troupe's appearance at the same venue in 1903 refers to their act as being a 

selection of "grotesque sketches" (ARG: 19 Jan. 1903, 3), a reference perhaps to the mix of comedy and zany 

acrobatics they were by then increasingly featuring. The terms "pantomime" "pantomimic" and "potted pantomime" 

were commonly associated with the troupe's billing from this period on. This suggests that their knockabout sketches 

were based on or influenced by the performance style of commedia dell'arte and its  harlequinade characters (which 

had by then also become a popular part of the Australian pantomime tradition).  

 

In October 1903 the Stagpooles secured a contract with John Fuller and Sons that saw them to tour New Zealand 

through until January 1905. During that time they also appeared in the company's 1903/04 pantomime Robinson 

Crusoe (His Majesty's Theatre, Wellington). For this production Madge was cast as Polly Perkins, with Ted and Alec 

playing the comic characters Friday and Saturday.  

 

After returning to Australia the trio spent 1905 playing 

engagements with J. C. Bain's Gaiety Entertainers (Hobart), F. 

M. Clark's New Follies Company (incl. Melbourne, Sydney 

Adelaide and Broken Hill) and Leonard Davis (Perth). The 

act's popularity when it debuted with J. C. Bain was signalled 

in the Hobart Mercury, with an advertisement reporting that 

they were recalled ten times (31 Jan. 1905, 2). A review of 

their performance by the paper's critic confirms the reception 

they were receiving: 
 

The Stagpooles, the three clever acrobatic artists, who only joined the company last Saturday night, have caught 

on in public favour, being cheered to the echo last evening. Their performance is truly wonderful. They are quite 

the cleverest comedy sketch artists of their kind ever appearing here. Their performance last night was fully 

enjoyed by all present (31 Jan. 1905, 5). 
 

It should be noted that the Stagpoole's appearances in Australia between 1903 and 1908 were largely undertaken as 

part of a minstrel entertainment format. In this regard they appeared on stage in the first-part, with Alec often taking 

on the MC-role of Mr Interlocutor and Ted invariably playing one of the comic endmen. Madge would have likely 

taken a position in the semi-circle.  In this section of the programme each would have performed a song, while Ted (as 

either Mr Bones or Mr Tambo) would have also worked in tandem with the other endmen to undermine Mr 

Interlocutor. One of Frank Clark's more popular minstrel first parts, the military-themed "In Camp," saw Alec's 

 
 

Otago Witness 25 Jan. (1905), 61. 

 



interlocutor role played out as the "Commanding Officer". His subordinates (the endmen) included Ted Stagpoole, 

Will Rollow, Harry Legget and Gus Haywood for Adelaide and Broken Hill (ARG: 24 Apr. 1905, 6), along with 

Blutch and Will Jones (Hobart). Another of Clark's first parts, titled "Folly," saw Alec cast as King Carnival, with Ted 

and the others dressed in pierrot costumes (SMH: 20 May 1905, 2).  
 

The second part of the minstrel show - the "olio" - saw them each present a specialty act. Madge and Alec would 

usually sing their specialty numbers (a ballad and a comic song respectively) while Ted typically presented a 

strongman, acrobat and/or contortionist act. It also appears that on some occasions the trio (or sometimes just two of 

them) performed a short comedy sketch. In some instances these included songs. An unnamed comedy sketch 

presented during the Bain season (possibly "The Young Widow") is briefly described in the Mercury edition of 6 

February 1905: 
 

The Stagpooles have put on a remarkably amusing and effective comedy sketch, hitting off an amorous old man 

on one side [of] the fence and a lady living next door on the other side, who wants a husband, but has a 

mischievous son, who plays tricks at very inopportune times. The fun ran fast and furious while it lasted (HM: 6 

Feb. 1905, 6). 
 

Another popular sketch from this period was "The Turkish Bath," which appears to have involved a nerve machine, a 

reduction bath and a woman of considerable "embonpoint" (BM: 7 Jan. 1907, 2). One or more of the trio were also 

sometimes required to appear in the third and final part of the minstrel show - the "afterpiece," which was either a 

farce or short burlesque.  
 

The extended engagement with Frank Clark's New Folly's Company also saw the Stagpooles play key roles in his 

revivals of the hugely popular Muldoon's Picnic. In this Madge played Mrs Muldoon, with Ted cast as Timmy O'Brien 

and Alec as Charlie Lovelace (MA: 23 Aug. 1913, 12). A review of the trio during their engagement with Frank Clark 

at Melbourne's Gaiety Theatre in April/May records: 
 

The tumbling acrobatic Stagpooles display wonderful power, and are well-deserving of their title (Australia's 

Greatest Comedy Team), Madge Stagpoole's make-up and boisterous low comedy and sensational whirling with 

Alec and Ted being responsible for uproarious mirth (TT: 1 June 1905, 10).  
 

Between 1906 and early 1908 the Stagpooles appeared with such managers as Ted Holland (Bris), Harry Clay (Syd), 

Bert Lennon (Adel) and James Brennan (Syd). While Ted appears to have continued garnering much of the attention 

for his acrobatics, it was not all one way press. The Brisbane Courier's theatre critic wrote in 1906, for example: "Mr 

Alec Stagpoole's turn in the first part was one of the best comic items that has yet been put on at the Royal by Mr 

[Ted] Holland" (BC: 26 June 1906, 6). A Burnie (Tasmania) critic had also noted some years previous that Madge's 

ballads in that town had endeared her as the audience's favourite (NAEBT: 30 Nov. 1900, 2). In May 1907 the three 

performers returned to New Zealand where they undertook another extraordinarily successful tour for the Fullers. 

Typical of the critics' platitudes is the following:  
 

Fullers', at the Theatre Royal, despite the removal of the duty on sugar and motor cars, hasn't closed its doors. In 

fact it would be difficult to close the doors without smashing any of the audience. It's a good show. The three 

Stagpooles are real artists, They re-appear in Wellington, and always vary their excellent business until it looks 

fresh. The agility of the Stagpooles would be a good thing to have to get out of debt, or up a tree, or out of a 

paddock where a mad bull was lord of all. The Stagpoole comedy is comedy - nothing else (FL: 27 July (1907), 

16). 
 

 

1908-1914 
 

After returning to Australia in late January 1908 the Stagpooles played a brief season at the National Amphitheatre 

under the Fuller-Brennan management prior to departing for the USA on 23 March.
5
 They reportedly made their 

American debut with a tryout in Seattle which led to an engagement at the Orphium in San Francisco. By this stage 

the trio had been expanded to a quartet with the inclusion of Ada Stagpoole.
6
 The act was apparently such a hit that the 

trio had barely left the stage when they were rushed with offers from vaudeville agents keen to secure their services 

(MA: 16 Jan. 1915, 4). The best offer was from leading agent Frank Pitret who booked them to play a season at 

Hammerstein's Roof Garden in New York City. A feature article published by Mail (Adelaide) in 1913 cites an 

American Variety review of the troupe's New York season: 
 

The Stagpooles are the latest Australian act to show in the big city. Like the other acts imported from that 

country during the past season it ranks well up in its class. "A Crazy Caddie," the title means nothing. The one 

descriptive part of the title, however, was the "Crazy,' for the Stagpoole as the caddy had some eccentric 

                                                           
5  The Stagpooles departed Australia for San Francisco aboard the Marama steamship. 
6  While little is yet known of Adelaide Stagpoole's background, her maiden name is confirmed as Spier. 



tumbling of an exceptional nature. He has worked out several acrobatic tricks that are entirely his own. Each fall 

in turn brought applause. The three others do little else but play 'straight' for the comedian. A fast finish is 

secured through s chase and diving through the windows and walls of a house. The act did exceedingly well (23 

Aug. 1913, 12). 
 

Following the end of their 12 week New York season the 

Stagpooles reportedly toured the US vaudeville circuits for 

several years, while also playing engagements in Canada. 

They later toured through Cuba, the Philippines, India, China 

and Japan before returning to Australia on 13 June (SMH: 14 

June 1913, 16).
7
 The day after they arrived in Sydney the four 

performers made their debut at the National Theatre, before 

continuing on to play the Fullers' national circuit - including 

Brisbane, Adelaide, Perth/ Fremantle and finally Melbourne. 

Newspaper reviews indicate that they presented a repertoire 

that was essentially the same as the one they had developed 

for and during their American tour, including arguably their 

all-time favourite "The Crazy Caddie." Among the other 

sketches staged were "At the Seaside," "The Homestead," Fun 

on the Farm," "The Fire Brigade" and "The Music Teacher." 

 
Publication details for this photograph have been mislaid. 

 

In 1914 the Stagpooles made a return of sorts to their early years, undertaking their own tour of regional Victoria 

between circa January through to May. This was followed by another engagement under the Fullers management 

beginning June 1914. They continued to play the Fullers Australia circuit up until around July/August 1915, by which 

time Alec and Madge had made the decision to retire from performing. The pair subsequently settled in Sydney where 

Alec took up an offer from Harry Clay to work as his permanent scenic artists at the Bridge Theatre, Newtown [For 

details of Alec Stagpoole's career from 1915 onwards see his AVTA entry] 
 

 
 

Brisbane Courier 26 July (1913), 2. 
 
 

1915-1923 
 

Following Madge and Alec's departure, Ted and Ada continued to tour for the Fullers in a sketch act partnership built 

around Ted's acrobatics.  After playing seasons in Melbourne, Perth/Fremantle and Adelaide the Fullers leased them to 

Birch and Carroll for their North Queensland circuit.
8
  In March the following year they made a reappearance in 

Wellington, New Zealand "after a long absence" (WP: 13 Mar. 1916, 2). Although Ada's name doesn't appear in 

advertising it is assumed that she and Ted were working together at that time. The engagement lasted through until 

early-to-mid May, at which time the pair returned to Australia. A few days after arriving back in Australia Ted joined 

Fred Coyne's London Revue Company for its Australian debut at the Bijou, Melbourne (20 May). He then travelled 

with the troupe to Sydney in late June to open at the Adelphi.  
 

While few details of Ted Stagpoole's career post 1916 have yet been located, Australian Variety records that he and 

Ada left for America in late October 1916. The writer notes that "for one who had done so well in the States for 

several years, this country was much too quiet. And we can hardly blame him for vamoosing (1 Nov. 1916, n. pag.). 

                                                           
7  The quartet returned aboard the SS Wimmers. 
8  The Townsville and Rockhampton theatre they appeared in were at that time being run by Birch and Carroll in conjunction with Virgil 

Coyle. 

 
 

  

 



Another Australian Variety par published the following year, and which refers to Ted and Ada's act as being billed as 

Stagpoole and Spier, includes a letter written by Ted from the Star Theatre, Ithaca. Dated 7 February, it reads in part: 

"We were working for the United Booking Offices. Have had the coldest winter within memory of the oldest 

inhabitant, and all the theatres had to close one day a week to save coal. So far the management have paid salaries! 

Met a lot of Australians here" (AV: 5 Apr. 1917, n. pag.). 
 

A par in the New Zealand Truth's 8 September 1917 edition indicates that Ted and Ada were at that time  appearing on 

the Pantages US circuit (2), while another Australian Variety report in February 1918 records that they were playing in 

the country's Middle West (1 Feb. 1918, n. pag.).  The same magazine also records in December 1920 that the act had 

recently been booked for another four weeks tour of the country. According to the writer they'd previously garnered 

much popularity on the UK's Moss Stoll variety circuit (3 Dec. 1920, 17). By 1923 the couple was back in Australia 

on the Tivoli circuit.  
 

Although no further details regarding Ted's career after 1923 are currently available, it is likely that given his age (39), 

the nature of his act, and the dwindling career prospects for vaudeville performers, that he retired from performing 

within the next few years.   
 

 
 

SEE ALSO 
 

•  Alec Stagpoole  •  Elvie Stagpoole         
 

 

 

 

ASSOCIATED PERSONNEL  
 

The following list comprises performers known to have been engaged by the Stagpooles during their early years or  

during the 1914 tour of regional Victoria. 
 

Guest artists included: Ruby Cox (contralto, 1914), Paddy Rafferty (eccentric Irishman/step dancer, 1900), Dolly  

  Roy (soubrette, 1900) 
  

Musicians (piano) included: Professor F. Irvine (1914), Dolly Roy (1900). 
      

 
 

Gippsland Times 26 Jan. (1914), 2. 

 

 
 

Gippsland Times 27 Apr. (1914), 2. 

 

 
 

Alexandra and Yea Standard and Yarck, 

Gobur, Thornton and Acheron Express 8 May 

(1914), 3. 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

COMEDY SKETCHES 

http://ozvta.com/scenic-artists/
http://ozvta.com/practitioners-d/


 

The following list of sketches has been culled from advertisements and reviews. Each is believed to have run for approximately 20 minutes,  

which according to the Brisbane Courier was the length of "The New Waiter" (20 Aug. 1906, 2). 
 

1900: Slim Jim • The Young Widow • Our Day Out 

1901: The Strange Adventures of Mr Brown • Our Day Out • The Young Widow 

1903: My Turn Freddie  (described as "an original pantomime burlesque," ARG: 8 Aug. 1903, 20)  • Our Day  

  Out 

1905: Getting a Dinner • Quarrelsome Neighbours (aka The Rival Neighbours) • The New Waiter 

1906: Getting a Dinner • Hash and Mash (possibly about a "moneyed maid and two mercenary wooers," BC: 16  

  July 1906, 5)  • Quarrelsome Neighbours (aka The Rival Neighbours) • Frivolities • The New Waiter •  

  The Turkish Bath • The  Music Teacher (aka the Music Master) • In a Quandary  

1907: The New Waiter • Defence Not Defiance • Getting a Dinner • Our Day Out • The Turkish Bath • The  

   Music Teacher 
1913: The Crazy Caddie • At the Seaside  • The Homestead • Fun on the Farm  • The Old Homestead 

1914: The Crazy Caddie • The Fire Brigade • The Music Teacher  

 

 

QUOTATIONS 
 

• Ted Stagpoole is about the most skilful acrobat ever seen in Hobart, some of his feats of agility being of an  

 astonishing character (HM: 30 Jan. 1905, 6). 
 

• The Stagpooles appear in another side-splitting sketch, Ted Stagpoole flinging himself about in this and during  

 his acrobatic items in the first part of the entertainment in a marvellous manner, as though his body was made of  

 indiarubber and springs in substitution for bones and muscle (HM: 15 Feb. 1905, 6). 
 

• The Stagpooles comedy sketch artists put on another of their apparently endless store of specialties. The item 

included a topical song, "Ain't it Marvellous?" containing some good humoured topicalities. Miss Madge 

Stagpoole looked charming in a "Boy Blue" costume. The gentlemen of the party worked very cleverly. Mr Ted 

Stagpoole in particular being worthy of being called an indiarubber man (BC: 30 July 1906, 5). 
 

• The specialties of the Stagpoole family continue to be one of the most attractive items on the bill, original turns 

being contributed each week, and every one of them revealing additional qualities of the team. "Frivolity" was the 

title of Saturday night's sketch. In this Mr Ted Stagpoole dons athletic garb, which discloses the muscles of a 

Sandow, and he juggled an 84-pound dumbbell with as much ease, and apparently with as much pleasure, as a 

child would handle a lollystick. Meanwhile Miss Stagpoole sings tunefully until Mr Alex [sic] Stagpoole appears, 

and the turn then develops into uproarious comedy, in which the whole three join, introducing a great variety of 

business" (BC: 13 Aug. 1906, 4). 
 

• The Stagpooles continue to be as great favourites as on their first appearance, their energy, skill and industry in 

introducing new sketches and feats maintaining them a very warm place in the hearts of their audience. Mr Ted 

Stagpoole did a head-spinning performance which is new and decidedly clever (BC: 10 Sept. 1906, 5). 
 

• The Stagpooles, that clever quartette of knockabout sketchers, made a successful debut in New York in 

 November. Ted Stagpoole is described as very good. His innumerable twists being likened to a man whose  

bones are of extra indiarubber.  "Laughs come incessantly," says the New York Dramatic Mirror." The 

Stagpooles can count on a hearty reception anywhere in the civilised world, for their work is of a sort that appeals  

 to classes everywhere (HM: 9 Feb. 1909, 2). 
 

• Another new turn was provided b y the Four Stagpooles, of whom Ted is "the one." He indeed, is a loose-jointed 

acrobat of wonderful ability (SMH: 16 June 1913, 4).  
 

• The Stagpooles are New Zealanders, who have made good in America. One of the many feats in the act is 

accomplished by Ted Stagpoole. In one instance the talented performer comes down on the floor in a full split. It 

seems a dangerous movement, and it has proved so, for on more than one occasion he has had a severe accident. 

But he has now got the trick down to perfection and fears nothing (RA: 16 Aug. 1913, 5). 

 

• We have referred to the press notices in Australian papers which speak so well of the famous Stagpoole Family in 

their great show. But read this from an American paper: "If there are any more at home in Australia like the 

Stagpooles it is to be hoped they will find their way to Denver. There are a lot of people here who would only be 

too glad to cable them minute travelling  instructions, and the cable would not be sent C.O.D. either. There is an 

indefinable fascination about these people from far  away before they do more than just show themselves.  



When they get busy everybody realizes that something has been  started. And they don't just start things. One 

wonders that they are able to finish some of them. The "Crazie Caddie" is easily  the funniest thing that has this 

hit town for months. People in Australia must be an unappreciative lot to let the Stagpooles get away from them. 

Perhaps they don't like acrobatic work, or, perhaps again they have nerves that won't stand the strain of  seeing the 

caddie do things that can't be done." The Stagpooles are well supported and there seven in all. They are getting 

 good houses throughout Gippsland. They appear at the Victoria Hall to-night (GT: 26 Jan. 1914, 3). 

 

• The [Stagpooles] perform a series of the most cleverly executed comedy acrobatic feats ever seen in Australia. 

Why the elder Stagpoole doesn't break his neck is a wonder, for his neck fall is nothing short of wonderful. Even 

the best of acrobatic  performers are contented with what is called a "half-shoulder" fall, but Ted Stagpoole goes 

a fair  neck fall and it is a marvel that he escapes injury (MA: 16 Jan. 1915, 4).  

 

• Both [the American] press and public were laudatory and lavish in their praise of the clever artists. The New York  

 Dramatic Mirror gave them a notice that made their reputation sound for all time: 

 

"One of the tour Stagpooles is a remarkable tumbler and contortionist. He introduces funny falls and 

twists innumerable, and every bone in his frame seems to be made of extra good quality of 

indiarubber. He is the star of the quartet - two men and two women, who offer a skit called "The Crazv 

Caddy," which is a jumble of comedy and acrobatics. The action is very swift, from start to finish, and 

thanks to the individual above mentioned the laughs came incessantly"… The critic of Variety was 

equally eulogistic, and remarked among other things: "[Ted] Stagpoole as a caddie has some eccentric 

tumbling of exceptional nature. He has worked-out several new acrobatic tricks in falls that are 

entirely his own. With such a successful opening the Stagpooles had no difficulty in securing 

engagements with all the leading houses in New York. In fact they were rushed by booking agents as 

soon as they were off the stage. From that day they have never looked back.  Home ties made the 

desire to visit Australia so strong a few months ago that they relinquished many important 

engagements in order to come back to this country to show Australians what they can do in their 

chosen profession" (ctd. MA: 16 Jan. 1915, 4). 
 

• Their well-remembered act is meeting with great success. As before, the wonderful acrobatic ability of Ted  

 Stagpoole is the big laugh maker" (AV: 17 Mar. 1915, n. pag).  
 

• Ted Stagpoole the indiarubber comedian displayed an unusual talent in casting himself violently all over the stage  

 and  bumping himself with great severity on the floor. He roused the keenest admiration of the audience,  

 expressed in continual applause (A: 13 Sept. 1915, 9).   
 

 

 

HISTORICAL NOTES AND CORRECTIONS 
 

1. The following births, deaths and marriages details have been provided by Janine Stagpoole and John Stagpoole: 
 

 John Joseph Stagpoole:  Born in Kilkenny (Ireland) ca. 1850. Died at Ipswich General Hospital (Qld) on 3  

  August 1941. Married Mary Mackay (b. Ireland, ca. 1853; d. Melbourne 1897) - second wife and mother of  

  Edward and Hannah. 
 

 Mary Ann (Madge) Stagpoole:  Born in Taranaki (NZ), 1876. Died in Sydney, 1973. Married Alexander Wright  

  (1873-1962) 
 

 Edward Stagpoole: Born in 1884, Wellington (NZ). Died in 1966. Married Adelaide Spier (1873-1929) in  

  Victoria in 1905. 
  
 Hannah Sarah (Addie) Stagpoole: Born 1885 in Wellington (NZ). Died in 1911 in North Carleton (Victoria).  

  No marriage  details yet located, but she is known to have been living with a Charles Wright (not believed to  

  have been related to Alec  Wright) 
 

 Alexander Wright: Born in Scotland, 1873. Died on 10 June 1962 at the Wyoming Convalescence Home,  

  Wyoming (near Gosford (NSW). His residential address at the time was Carrington Road, Narrara. 
 

 Adelaide Spier: Born in Nerring (Victoria), 1873. Died in Footscray (Victoria), 1929.  
 



 
 

Stagpoole family gathering, 1958 
L-R: Vincent Gocher, Elvie Stagpoole, Eulalie Stagpoole (Mrs Gocher), Edward (Ted) Stagpoole, Madge Stagpoole, Alec 

Stagpoole, Joan Burdett Stagpoole, John Alexander Stagpoole. 
 

2. In 1900 the Stagpooles raised the ire of G. J. Mackay, a

 minister of one of Devonport's churches, who found the 

 comedy  elements of their show to be entirely inappropriate 

for a Sunday  entertainment, even though staged at the Town 

Hall [see right]. 
 

3. The Adelaide Mail records: "The Stagpooles differ from the 

 majority of acts inasmuch as they carry all their own scenery, 

 lighting and effects - it goes 9 tons in measurement - and 

they have four complete changes... All the scenery was made 

by  Alick[sic]. 'Teddy,' he said 'thinks everything out and is 

the  mainstay of the act. I paint the scenery and look after the 

 lighting. The girls help with the properties and make all the 

 property flowers. These,' he explained, picking up a flower 

pot, 'are made of silk, which enables them to be packed up 

tightly'" (23 Aug. 1913, 12). 
 

4. The Stagpooles association with Gympie (Queensland), 

where they reportedly spent some time in the late 1890s may 

have been through J. J. Stagpoole's sister Mary Anne 

(O'Driscoll).  She and her husband are known to have owned 

several hotels in the state, with one possibly in Gympie (ctd. 

Stagpoole Family and Friends website). Mary died in the 

town of Ipswich, situated  west of Brisbane in 1937. 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

North Western Advocate and the Emu Bay Times 

(Tasmania) 

12 Dec. 1900, 2 

 
 

Courier Mail 6 Sept. (1937), 1. 

 

 



5. While Ted Stagpoole was regarded by most critics as being one of Australia's greatest comedy 

contortionist/acrobatics (if not the best), he was also highly regarded as a singer. The Adelaide Advertiser records 

for example: "Ted Stagpoole sang 'Do as You Like with Me," and was recalled six times'" (4 Feb. 1907, 9). 
 

6. Ted Stagpoole reportedly burned himself severely on the head, face and hands with melted glue while helping 

build new  scenery at the Auckland Opera House (New Zealand). Luckily no permanent injuries were sustained 

(TT: 1 July 1907, 15).  
 

7. Not all critics were enamoured by the Stagpooles. A 1915 review of one of their Bijou Theatre (Melb) 

performances in  Australian Variety records, for example: "The Four Stagpooles have the most idiotic and 

ridiculous sketch ever played in  vaudeville. If a good team like this is going to pull this kind of hash, well they 

ought to enlist" (17 Feb. 1915, 9). 
 

8. At least two other members of the Stagpoole family and their descendants have 

been involved in the  entertainment industry. Janine Stagpoole records, for 

example, that Sarah Stagpoole [right], the daughter of John Joseph "Jack" 

Stagpoole's younger brother, Patrick Thomas (1868-1932), appeared on the stage 

in New Zealand during the 1920s and 1930s before emigrating to Australia in 

1939 with her husband Clyde Kennedy. It has not yet been established, however, 

if she ever worked in the Australian industry.  
 

Sarah's granddaughter, Brydie Kennedy, is also a performer/writer/director. Based 

in Sydney she began her comedy career at The University of Sydney. In addition 

to having appeared at high profile events such as the Edinburgh and Adelaide 

Fringe festivals, Kennedy is Creative Director of Tumbleweed Theatrical 

Productions. 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

ENGAGEMENTS CHRONOLOGY 
 

1896: JONES AND LAURENCE (Madge Stagpoole > Old Englyshe Fayre, Perth; 7 Nov. - 31 Dec. -*) 

1897: JONES AND LAURENCE (Madge Stagpoole > Old Englyshe Fayre, Perth; 1 Jan. - 21 Feb.) • (Madge Stagpoole >  

  Fremantle TH; 22-27 Feb. -* > Old Englyshe Fayre No 2 Co.) • (Madge Stagpoole > Old Englyshe Fayre, Perth;1Mar.  

  - 1 May). 

1900: STAGPOOLES (Tasmanian West Coast tour; ca. Oct/Nov. < Ctd. NAEBT: 3 Dec. 1900, 3) • (North-west  

  Tasmanian tour; ca. Nov-31 Dec.*)  
 NB 1:  No details of the West Coast tour have yet been located. 

 NB 2:  The Northwest Tasmanian tour itinerary incl. Stanley (24, 28 Nov.) • Wynyard (27-28 Nov.) • Burnie (29 Nov.) •  

  Somerset Drill Hall (30 Nov.) • Penguin (1 Dec.) • Ulverston (3-4 Dec.) • Latrobe (5-6 Dec.) • Forth (7 Dec.) •  

  Devonport (8, 10 Dec.) • Avoca (22, 26 Dec.). 

 NB 3:  The troupe also appeared on the bills of several Patriotic Peace Demonstration concerts (re: Boer War) including  

  Devonport Town Hall (11 Dec.) and Westbury Public Library (14 Dec.). 

1901: MOONLIGHT FROLICS Co (Madge Stagpoole > Bijou Th, Launceston; 26 Jan. - ca. Feb.*) ► (Madge Stagpoole >  

  Mechanics Institute; 29 May -*) ► STAGPOOLES (Tasmanian regional tour, 26 June -*) ► HARRY  

  RICKARDS TIVOLI Co (Temp Hall, Hobart; 27-31 Dec.) 
 NB: The Tasmanian tour included (Lilydale Military Hall, 26 June > first night of season) • (Glengarry New Hall, 27 June) •  

  (Cressy Town Hall, 29 June) • (Winkleigh Town Hall, 1 July) 

1902: MERSEY ANNUAL REGATTA (Devonport, Tasmania; 1 Jan.) ► HARRY RICKARDS TIVOLI Co (Temp  

  Hall, Hobart; 1 Jan. -*) ► WILLIAM ANDERSON (Madge Stagpoole - A of M, Launceston; 7 Apr. -* > In  

  Two Little Drummer Boys) ► PEOPLE'S CONCERTS (Temp Hall, Melb; 7, 9, 21 June) • PEOPLE'S  

  CONCERTS (Temp Hall, Melb; 26 Dec.) 

1903: PEOPLE'S CONCERTS (Temp Hall, Melb; 1, 17, 31 Jan. / 14, 21, 28 Feb. / 14, 28 Mar.) ► (Temp Hall,  

  Launceston;  ca. 26 Mar.*) ► MILLERS VARIETY ENTERTAINERS (Empire Th, Launceston; 16 May -  

  12 June) ► PEOPLE'S CONCERTS (Temp Hall, Melb; 8 Aug.) ► JOHN FULLER (Choral Hall,  

  Wellington, NZ; 6 Oct. - *) • (His Majesty's Th, Wellington, NZ; 26-31 Dec. > Robinson Crusoe) 

1904:  FULLER'S FAMOUS ENTERTAINERS (His Majesty's Th, Wellington; 1-13 Jan. > Robinson Crusoe) • (His  

  Majesty's Th, Wellington; 14 Jan. - ca. July *) • (Opera House, Auckland; ca. Aug. - 31 Dec.) 

 

 

 
 

 

Photo courtesy of Janine Stagpoole 
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1905: FULLER'S FAMOUS ENTERTAINERS (Opera House, Auckland; 1Jan.) ► J.C. BAIN (Temp Hall, Hobart  

  ; 28 Jan. -* > with Bain's Gaiety Entertainers)  • F. M. CLARK'S NEW FOLLY Co (Gaiety Th, Melb; 22 Apr. -*)  

  • (Queen's Hall, Syd; 20 May -*) • (Tivoli Th, Adel; 8 July - 31 Aug. > First appearance in Adelaide) • (Crystal Th,  

  Broken Hill; 9-18 Sept.) • (Tivoli Th, Adel; 23-29 Sept.) • (Gaiety Th, Melb; 7- ca. 4 Nov.) ►LEONARD  

  DAVIS (Palace Gardens, Perth; 16 Nov. - 31 Dec. > engaged by arrangement with Harry Rickards) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

1906: LEONARD DAVIS (Palace Gardens, Perth; 1-13 Jan.) ► TED HOLLAND (Th Royal, Bris; 23 Jan. - 19 Oct.  

  > First appearance in Brisbane) ► HARRY CLAY  (Sydney Suburban circuit; ca. 3 Nov. - *) ►  n/e (Hippodrome,  

  Broken Hill; 15-31 Dec. 1906  > entertainment staged "Under the Patronage of the His Worship the Mayor.") 

1907: n/e (Hippodrome, Broken Hill; 1-31 Jan.)  ► BERT LENNON (Hippodrome, Adel; 2 Feb. - ca. Mar.*) ►  

  JAMES BRENNAN (Nat Amph, Syd; 16 Mar. - 10 May  > Will and Charles Bovis were General Managers) ► JOHN  

  FULLER &SONS (New Zealand tour; ca. May - 31 Dec.) 
 NB: The New Zealand tour included: (Opera House and Fullers Palace of Varieties, Auckland; 20 May - *) • (Th Royal,  

  Wellington, ca. 20 July - Aug.*) • (Opera House, Christchurch, ca. 28 Aug. - Sept*)  

1908: FULLERS  (Opera House, Christchurch, NZ; 16 Jan. -*) ► JAMES BRENNAN (Gaiety Th, Melb; 15 Feb. -  

  6 Mar) •  (Nat Amph, Syd; 9-14 Mar.) 

1908-1913: The Stagpooles departed for  the USA on 23 March, making their debut in Seattle before returning to  

  San Francisco where they opened at Orpheum. They then travelled to New York, playing  a 12 weeks season  

  at Hammerstein's Roof Garden beginning November. The quartet later toured the US vaudeville circuits  

  for several years. They later toured through Cuba, the  

  Philippines, India, China and Japan before returning to  

  Australia on 13 June (SMH: 14 June 1913, 16). 

1913: FULLER-BRENNAN (Nat Amph, Syd; 14 June - 18  

  July) ►   HOLLAND & ST JOHN (Empire Th, Bris; 26  

  July - ca.Aug.* > in assoc. with Brennan-Fullers) ►  

  FULLER-BRENNAN (King's Th, Adel; 16 Aug. - 12  

  Sept) • (Melrose Th, Perth; 20 Sept. - 10 Oct. > in assoc.  

  with West's Ltd) • (Princess Th, Fremantle; 11-23 Oct.) •  

  (New Gaiety Th, Melb; 1  Nov. - ca. 5 Dec. *)  

1914: STAGPOOLES (Regional Victorian tour; ca. Jan. - May) ► FULLER-BRENNAN (Crystal Th, Broken Hill;  

  22 June - 9 July) • (King's Th, Adel; 11-25 July) • (Bijou Th, Melb; 27 July -*)   
 NB 1: Victorian tour  itinerary incl. (Vic Hall, Sale; 26 Jan. -*) •  (Camperdown , 3 Mar. -* ) • (Vic Hall, Sale; 28 Apr. -* >  

  return visit) • (Shire Hall, Alexandra; 8 May -*) • (Vic Hall, Sale;  28 Apr. -* > return visit) • (Bendigo, ca. Aug.) 

NB 2: All entries from 21 August 1915 (Bijou Th, Melb season) are for Ted Stagpoole only, unless otherwise noted. It is  

  unclear if Ada Stagpoole partnered him at this time or not. Her name (either as Stagpoole or Spiers) doesn't register in  

  advertisements or reviews until 1923, when she is billed (as Ada Spiers) assisting Ted at the Melbourne Tivoli (ARG: 3  

  Apr. 1923, 16). 

1915: FULLER-BRENNAN (King's Th, Adel; 13-23 Jan.) • (Bijou Th, Melb; 6-19 Feb.) • (Bijou Th, Melb; 21 

Aug.-*) • (Melrose Th, Perth; 11-24 Sept.) • (Princess Th, Fremantle; 25 Sept. – 1 Oct.*) • (King's Th, Adel; 

9-22 Oct.) • HOLLAND & ST JOHN in association with Fullers' Theatres Ltd > (Empire Theatre, Bris; ca. Oct/Nov. 

-*) ► BIRCH, CARROLL & COYLE in association with Fullers' Theatres Ltd > (Olympia Th, Townsville; 27 Nov. 

-*) • (Olympia Th, Rockhampton; 11 Dec. -*)  

1916: FULLERS THEATRES (His Majesty's Th, Wellington; 13 Mar. - ca. May) • (Bijou Th, Melb; 20 May – 22  

  June > with Fred Coyne's London Revue Co – Australian debut) • (Adelphi Th, Syd; 24 June - 14 July > with  

  Fred Coyne's London Revue Co). 

 
 

"Theatrical and Musical Notes" Otago Witness 5 May 

1909, 68. 

 

 
 

Mercury (Hobart) 8 Feb. 1905, 7) 

 
 

 



1917-1922: Details relating to Stagpoole and Spiers' movements overseas between 1917 and 1922 remain scare.  

  They are known to have left Australia for the USA in late October 1916. In early 1917 they were in Ithaca  

  (New York State), and by September 1917 were touring on Pantages US circuit. The following year (ca. Feb)  

  they were playing engagements in the US Mid-west. Prior to signing up for another four weeks tour of  

  America in December 1920 the pair reportedly spent time in the United Kingdom playing the Moss Stoll  

  circuit   

 1923: TIVOLI THEATRES Ltd (Tivoli Th, Melb; 31 Mar. -*) 

 
 

FURTHER REFERENCE 
 

"Bakers and Confectioners." The Cyclopedia of New Zealand [Taranaki, Hawke's Bay & Wellington Provincial  

 Districts. Available via the New Zealand Electronic Text Centre [sighted 12/07/2011] 

"Biographical cuttings on Four Stagpooles, acrobats, containing one or more cuttings from newspapers or journals.   

 National Library of Australia. 

"Biographical cuttings on Eula Stagpoole, sculptor, containing one or more cuttings from newspapers or journals."  

 National Library of Australia.  

"Burnie." NAEBT: 30 Nov. (1900), 2. 

Djubal, Clay. "Harry Clay and Clay's Vaudeville Company – 1865-1930 (1998).  [re: Alex Stagpoole. See also Appendix A] 

Footlight. "Musical and Dramatic." FL: 27 July (1907), 16. 

"Four Stagpooles: Brilliant Performers - A Credit to Australia." MA: 23 Aug. (1913), 12. 

"Made in America: Australian's Abroad - The Stagpooles' Career." MA: 16 Jan. (1915), 16. 

"Music and Drama." HM: 9 Feb. (1909), 2. 

Stagpoole, Janine, Stephen Minhinnick, Vaughan Stagpoole and John Alexander Stagpoole.  Stagpoole Family and 

Friends  Website  [sighted 6/07/2011).] 
"Stanley." NAEBT: 27 Nov. (1900), 2. 

"Stagpoole Family: At Victoria Hall Tonight." GT: 26 Jan. (1914), 3.  
 

See also: 
 

BM:  28 Mar. (1908), 6. 

EP:   6 Oct. (1903), 6. 

FL:   24 Oct. (1903), 11 

NAEBT:   30 Nov. (1900), 2. 

OW:  21 Jan. (1905), 61. 

SMH:  14 June (1913), 16. 

TT:   June (1907), 18. 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Information relating to the Stagpoole family, including Alec (Wright) Stagpoole and 

Charles Delavale has been provided by Janine Stagpoole (New Zealand) and John 
Stagpoole (Australia) 

 
 

Evening Post (Wellington, NZ) 13 Mar. (1916), 2. 

 

Last updated: 3/12/2012 

Updated and expanded from Clay Djubal, "Harry Clay and Clay's Vaudeville Company." MA Thesis, U of Qld (1998),  

Appendix F ("Alec Stagpoole" entry). 
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