
HARRY ROSS [2] 
 

(1892-1927) Former British soldier Henry Dorsett, known professionally as Harry Ross, started out his career as 

an entertainer after being demobilised in England in 1919. He soon afterwards changed his name to Harry Ross 

and teamed up with Australian soubrette Clara Keating in the USA. They brought their rapid-fire patter act to 

Australia in 1921 for the Fullers and were later associated with Harry Clay. Ross eventually went on to write and 

produce revusicals for Clay's company and toured his own troupes - the Harry Ross Revue Company and The 

Joybringers. He died on 11 August 1927 from an as yet to be identified cause.  

 
Henry Edwin Dorsett was born sometime around September/October 1892 in 

Old Ford in the East End of London to Henry Dorsett and Elizabeth Ann 

Harland. His father, the son of a shoemaker, served in the British army as an 

infantryman and saw active service in the 2nd Afghan War and later spent many 

years in India. The Sydney Sportsman records in 1921 that Henry Dorsett Snr 

also kept the Angel Hotel in Islington at one stage. The establishment was 

reportedly made famous by Charles Dickens.
1
 His mother Elizabeth came from 

a middle class family, her father being a master jeweller and her grandfathers 

merchant and solicitors clerk and railway engineering foreman, originally from 

Southampton and Lancashire.  
 

Following in his father's footsteps Henry (Jnr) briefly served with the 5
th
 Rifle 

Brigade before joining the Bedfordshire Regiment in 1907, possibly aged as 

young as 15. He was posted to Bermuda in 1910 and by 1912 had bought 

himself out of the Army for £18. According to family descendent Caroline 

King,
2
 his application was sought "on request of relatives." King's family 

history research indicates that he and a girl called Edith Heath were expecting a 

baby. Within two years, however, Dorsett had left Heath and their child, a boy 

named Charles, and in 1914 joined the 15
th
 cavalry brigade in America. His 

military service records note that he was a Chief Trumpeter. The following year,  

aged 25, Dorsett was married 18 year-old called Thelma Leola Carleton of El Paso Texas. They had a son, Charleton 

Dorsett, in 1916. Their marriage ended in December that year, however, when Thelma tragically died in an explosion. 

Charleton died the following February, aged nine months, as a result of complications arising from smoke inhalation. 

The obituary says that Sgt. Harry Dorsett stationed in the Philippine islands set off a month ago only to arrive the night 

before his son's funeral service.  
 

Dorsett remained stayed in America but in 1917 was drafted into the Canadian Expeditionary Force. By the time he 

was discharged in 1919 back to America he was married to a Marie A. Cook from Iowa. Caroline King has identified 

Michigan as his forwarding address at that time. Soon after his discharge Dorsett became active as an entertainer, 

possibly working in vaudeville, and at some stage either that same year or in 1920, adopted the stage name Harry 

Ross. He also teamed up Australian entertainer Clara Keating. Their partnership, known as Keating and Ross, came 

about soon after the death of Keating's former husband/partner Claude Golding. During their time in the country 

Keating and Ross toured for various vaudeville circuits, and may also have spent some time in the United Kingdom. 

Dorsett's decision to travel to Australia with Keating in 1921 suggests, too, that his marriage to Marie Cook had ended 

by then. Although Keating identified herself as Clara Dorsett on the passenger list for the trip home, no marriage 

certificate for her and Dorsett/Ross has yet been located by King.  
 

The 1921 Australian tour was undertaken through a contract with Fullers' Theatres. The couple had by the developed a 

rapid-fire patter act, with Ross as the tall young straightman feeding the tiny (5ft) and older Keating. They later 

worked for several other Australian variety firms during the 1920s but were mostly associated with the Fullers and 

Harry Clay. While working Clay's Sydney and Illawarra circuits in the mid-1920s Ross became involved in the 

creation and staging of a series of revusicals, and eventually toured his own troupe – the Harry Ross Revue Co (aka 

The Joybringers).  
 
 

For details regarding Harry Ross between the years 1921 and 1927 see the entry for Keating and Ross 
 

 

                                                           
1  "Gallery Girl." "Round the Shows." Sydney Sportsman 20 Apr. (1921), 9.  See also "Historical Notes and Corrections 1. [below]. 
2  All information relating to Harry Ross's family history and life prior to arriving in Australia in 1921, as well as details pertaining to his 

death, have been contributed by Carmen King (email correspondence ??/??/2017 etc). Information relating to his birth name and place of birth 

were previously forwarded to the Australian Variety Theatre Archive by Carmen's brother, Tony King, in 2014.    

 
 

Table Talk (Melbourne) 23 June (1921), 

17. 

https://ozvta.com/practitioners-g/
https://ozvta.com/organisations-a-l/
https://ozvta.com/entrepreneurs-a-f/
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/168474290


On 11 August 1927, less than a month after the Joybringers company ended its Rockhampton engagement, Harry Ross 

passed away. Surprisingly, no newspaper report has yet been located indicating where and how he died. Even more 

interesting is the fact that a death notice did not appear in any newspaper until 27 August - more two weeks after his 

demise.  Carmen King indicates that he is buried in an unmarked grave in Rockwood Cemetery, Sydney.  
 

 
 

Sun (Sydney) 17 Apr. (1921), 21. 
 

 

SEE ALSO 
 

Keating and Ross  •  Clara Keating  •  Harry Ross Revue Company (aka The Joybringers)    
 

 

QUOTATIONS 
 

1921: Harry Ross, who sounds like a Scotchman long acclimatised in America, made their first appearance at 

Fuller's Vaudeville Theatre yesterday, and instantly scored a tremendous hit, so much so that it was with 

difficulty they were able to make their final exit, after having kept the house in roars of laughter for the best 

part of half an hour. Miss Keating is an agile comedienne who shows off her scanty costumes to the best 

advantage. Mr. Ross is a lanky, droll young man, and a first-rate foil to his partner. Some of their act, but not 

much, would be all the better for the blue pencil, especially in their last encore, where a scrap of Chopin's 

Funeral March was irreverently introduced by the band ("Fullers Vaudeville: New Comedians." Sun 3 Apr. 1921, 

4). 
 

1921: Ross is a young and good looking fellow of pleasing personality, who sings nicely, and is a most effective  

  'straight' to the little lady [Keating], who is mainly responsible for the comedy ("Music and Drama." Brisbane  

  Courier 14 May 1921, 11). 
 

1927: Harry Ross, the producer, in offering something different under the title of Whizz-Bangs, a snappy first part,  

and Count lvanitch, another miniature musical comedy of his own composition, has added to his reputation 
(Joybringers, The." Evening News 2 June 1927, 7). 

 

 

MUSIC THEATRE WORKS 
 

1926: The Bag [revusical] • Bagdad [revusical] • Count Ivanitch [revusical] • Heave Ho! [revusical] • His Wives  

  [revusical] • Kentucky Days [revusical] • Scotland  [revusical] •  See Me  [revusical] •  Spain [revusical] • Xmas  

  Spooks [revusical] 

1927: By Command  [revusical] • C.O.D. [revusical] • Dixie Maid [revusical] • Fads and Frolics  [revusical] • 25  

  Whizz-Bangs [revusical] aka Whizz-Bangs • Joe's Jest  [revusical] aka Joe's Jeste • Star Shells [revusical]  
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HISTORICAL NOTES AND CORRECTIONS 
 

1.  Henry Dorsett (Snr): The illegitimate son of a shoemaker, Dorsett grew up calling his grandparents mum and  

dad whilst his real mum was his sister. He was raised up in Dartford in Kent where his grandparents were born 

and bred. His grandparents worked in the local textile industry as did his mother.  Whilst he grew up in a poor 

family he was educated, being able to read and write and sign his name when he joined the infantry in 1869. He 

served his full term having seen active service in the 2nd Afghan War and spending many years in India where he 

extensively suffered from malaria and ague. His mother Elizabeth came from a middle class family, her father 

being a master jeweller and her grandfathers merchant and solicitors clerk and railway engineering foreman, 

originally from Southampton and Lancashire 
 

  According to Caroline King, family legend has it that Dorset was a drinker and fighter and worked the doors in  

 London. His sister is also reported to have met King's "great-grandfather in some kind of home or begging on the  

 streets for tea." A younger brother, Edward Sydney Dorsett, died on the Somme in 1918 just months before the  

 end of the War. King believes that Dorsett may have died in 1916.  

 

2.  Harry Ross: King's research into Harry Ross indicates that he was possibly involved in bands throughout his  

 whole military career. Although a number of newspaper and industry journals record that Ross served at the front  

 for four years, this appears to have been either an error on the part of journalists or was misleadingly claimed by  

 Ross. Caroline King has ascertained that he did not enlist with the Canadian Expeditionary Forces until 1917,  

 thereby indicating only two years active service. She further suggests that his service during the war may have  

 been largely if not entirely carried out in England. 
 

During her extensive research into Ross's pre-Australian background King came in contact with a descendant of  

Clara Keating who informed her that Ross had been a heavy drinker and gambled most of their money away. This 

forced Keating at one stage to get a second job in a department store.  
 

As noted above, the only public reference to the death of Harry Ross located to ate is a notice placed in the Sydney 

Morning Herald by Clara Keating (see below). In this she identifies herself as Clara Dorsett, despite the fact that no 

marriage certificate has yet been found. Interestingly Ross is identified as a member of the Freemasons. 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

3.  Charles Dorsett: The son of Henry Edwin Dorsett/Harry Ross was born in Bermuda in 1912. He never knew his  

 father. Until recently his son Brandon (who lives in New York), also knew relatively little about their 

 father/grandfather. The only information they had was a name on a birth certificate recording "Henry Dorsett,  

 English musician."  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Sydney Morning Herald 27 Aug. (1927), 16. 
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