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[Aust: 1851, 1853] One of the first minstrel troupes to tour Australia, the New York Serenaders formed in New York
in 1849. After playing engagements in the major north-eastern cities, the troupe headed to San Francisco, then
Honolulu. Not long after returning to California the Serenaders departed for a tour of the Australian colonies and the
East. The line-up comprised W. H. "Bill" White,1 (violin/interlocutor/manager), J.P. Nash (guitar), James E. Kitts
(basso/guitar/banjo), C. Cushing (banjo), J. Lee (tambo), and J. O. Pierce (bones). After making its Australian debut in
Launceston on 4 March 1851 the played Hobart Town2 (three times), Launceston and Sydney (twice each), as well as
Campbell Town (Tasmania) and Parramatta and Maitland (New South Wales), and Perth (prior to departing for an 18
months tour of the East in early December). The Serenaders returned to Australia in May 1853, opening in Sydney at
the Royal Hotel on 6 June. Before disbanding in late-December the troupe also played select engagements in regional
New South Wales, including Bathurst, Maitland, and the Turon goldfields.
► See also: James E. Kitts

Historical Notes and Corrections:
1.

James E. Kitts replaced original guitarist/singer J. H. Gantz when the troupe returned to California from Hawaii.

2.

Matthew Wittmann claims that the Serenaders left Sydney in July 1851 for Melbourne in response to the
discovery of gold in Victoria and remained there for some months (55). He provides no evidence for these claims,
and is possibly citing Col. T. Allson Brown (Early History of Negro Minstrelsy). A search using the Australian
National Libraries digitised newspapers service (Trove) has found no evidence that the company ever played
Melbourne or even Victoria during its 1851 or 1853 tours.

3.

In "Ripping Yarns of the Pacific," Richard Waterhouse writes that the Serenaders "sailed for the sub-continent in
September 1851" (91). This is incorrect. The Perth Gazette (12 Dec. 1851, 4), reports the company's arrival in
Fremantle aboard the Royal Saxon (en route to the East) on 6 December 1851. Prior to this the company had
played engagements in Sydney (ca. Sept/Oct.) and Hobart (ca. Nov.) among others. After arriving at Fremantle
the company undertook two performances at the Court House, Perth. Waterhouse also claims that the troupe never
travelled to Britain as planned because it broke up. Although he notes that most of the performers returned to
Australia Waterhouse does not account for the fact that the same line-up from 1851 was involved in the 1853 tour.

4.

The 1851 tour saw the troupe occasionally include additional artists on the bill. One of these performers, J.W.
Reading joined the company full-time in mid-October 1851, replacing C. Cushing who returned to the USA.
Several members also operated side-businesses while in Australia, notably as music and performance teachers.

5.

Another company named the New York Serenaders is recorded as playing concerts in Adelaide during September
1853. The performers named are C. Lyons (banjo), S. Nash (flutina), J. Pierce (banjo), F. Lee (flute) Master
Christie (triangles), E. Buckingham (bones) C. Ellis (tambo). It is unclear what relationship this troupe had with
the then New South Wales-based New York Serenaders.

6.

James E. Kitts and J. Lee formed another New York Serenaders troupe in Australia in late-1854 with the view to
undertaking another tour of the East and Mauritius. It's only known engagements were in Perth in late December
when their ship was forced to make repairs in Fremantle prior to sailing for Port Louis (Mauritius).
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aka William Henry Bernard
Please note: The capital city of Tasmania is now called Hobart. From its first settlement in 1803 until 1881 it was known as
Hobart Town (or Hobarton). This name still applied officially even after it was declared a city in 1842.
2

Engagements Chronology
1851: Cornwall Hotel, Launceston; 4-13 Mar. Mechanics' Institute, Hobart Town; 20 Mar. (private musical soiree - one night only)
Royal Victoria Theatre, Hobart Town; 24 Mar. - 21 Apr.
Assembly Rooms, Campbell Town; 23 Apr. (one night only)
Cornwall Assembly Rooms, Launceston; 29 Apr. - 12 May
Royal Victoria Theatre, Hobart Town; 19 May - 2 June
Royal Hotel, Sydney; 23 June - 25 Aug.
Northumberland Hotel, West Maitland; 30 Aug. Royal Hotel, Sydney; 5 Sept. - 8, 10-22 Oct. (McKay's Australian Hotel, Parramatta; 9 Oct.)
Royal Victoria Theatre, Hobart Town; 7-12 Nov.
Court House, Perth; 10-11 Dec.
NB: A Sydney Morning Herald advertisement for the troupe published on 8 October infers that the Serenaders had
played Parramatta before. No details of any shows have yet been located.

1853: Royal Hotel, Sydney; 6 June - 27 December (with breaks, including those noted below)
McRobert's Oddfellows' Inn, Parramatta; 4 July
Northumberland Hotel, West Maitland; 23-27 July - (Race week)
Theatre Royal, Bathurst; 5 Sept. Turon region (western-NSW); ca. late Sept.-early October
NB: The Turon region itinerary included: Turon and Tambaroora

___________________
NEW YORK SERENADERS: played in Honolulu for five months, then returned to San Francisco and embarked for
Van Dieman’s Land with the same company. Owing to a mutiny on the ship, the troupe left the vessel at Otaheite, one
of the Society lsland group, where the vessel touched to leave the mutineers. They gave six concerts there and then
visited the Palace, having received a demand from Queen Pomares to amuse her. From there they took passage on a
ship bound to Tasmania and arrived in Launceston in 1850. There they met John Mitchell, McManus and other
expatriated Irishmen, who received the Serenaders with paternal cordiality. At that time (1850) they were the only
Americans there. They played five months between Launceston and Hobart Town; thence to Sydney and were the first
to introduce minstrelsy in Australia. They often had the patronage of Sir Arthur Fitzroy and Lady Keith Stewart. They
then visited Melbourne, and back to Sydney; thence far off to India’s burning sands and were in Calcutta in 1851.
They were the pioneers of minstrelsy in India. They were honored by the patronage of the Marquis of Dalhousie and
Lady Dalhousie, the Duke of Wellington’s sister. They played before many of the rajahs and celebrities of Hindustan
and went thence to Madras, thence to Ceylon, playing in that country for five months, performing at Point De Galle,
Columbo, Kandy and thence to Bombay, still the pioneers. They returned over the same ground, playing the second
time in Calcutta, traveling in India in the Peninsula and Oriental Steam Navigation’s steamer. There were six persons
in the party and they paid 20,000 rupees to the steamer for six days’ traveling on that line. They soon after closed and
returned to California.
Col. T. Allson Brown. "Early History of Negro Minstrelsy."

_________________

Elisabeth Koning. "Race: Between Slavery and Emancipation Uncle Tom’s Cabin and American Blackface Minstrelsy in the
Netherlands from the 1840s to the 1880s." MA Thessis, University of Amsterdam, 2013.

Matthew Wittmann. Empire of Culture: U.S. Entertainers and the Making of the Pacific Circuit, 1850-1890.
___________________

BERNARD, WILLIAM H.: was born in New York in 1833. The first we heard of him in the minstrel business was in
1849 when he sailed for California by the ship Brooklyn. He was two hundred and twelve days getting there. He organized
the first minstrel party in California in August, 1849, and played in the Parker House at five dollars per ticket. He then hired
Alfred Green’s Hall, over the Aguilla d’Oro. During the winter of 1849 he went to the Sandwich Islands with the company
known as the New York Serenaders and played in Honolulu for five months, the Island being full of Californians avoiding
the hardships of California incidental to the hard times of 1849. He returned to San Francisco and embarked for Van
Dieman’s Land with the same company. Owing to a mutiny on the ship, the troupe left the vessel at Otabeite, one of the
Society Island group, where the vessel touched to leave the mutineers. They gave six concerts there and then visited the
palaces, having received a demand from Queen Pomares to amuse her. From there they took passage on a ship bound to
Tasmania, and arrived in Launceston in 1850. There they met John Mitchell, McManus and other expatriated Irishmen, who
received the New York Serenaders with fraternal cordiality. They also met many of the Chartists---Jones in particular. At
that time (1850) they were the only Americans in Van Dieman’s Land and the troupe did an immense business. They played
five months between Launceston and Hobart Town. From the latter city they went to Sydney and were the first to introduce
minstrelsy in Australia. They often had the patronage of Sir Arthur Fitzroy and Lady Keith Stewart. They then visited
Melbourne, and back to Sydney; thence far off to India’s burning sands and were in Calcutta in 1851.
They were the pioneers of minstrelsy in India and were a great success. They were honored by the patronage of the Marquis
of Delhousie and Lady Delhousie, the Duke of Wellington’s sister. They played before many of the rajahs and celebrities of
that section of Hindustan; and went thence to Madras, where success attended their efforts. From Madras they went to
Ceylon, that beautiful land of edifices and temples. For five months the troupe played in that country, performing at Point
De Galle, Columbo, Kandy, and thence to Bombay, still the pioneers. The company then returned over the same ground,
playing the second time in Calcutta, traveling in India on the Peninsula and Oriental Steam Navigation's steamers. The
company consisted of six persons, who paid the agents of that company 20,000 rupees for sixteen days’ traveling on that
line. Mr. Bernard then sailed around the Cape of Good Hope and landed all right in New York. He returned to California
and associated himself with Charley Backus and Billy Birch. David Wambold soon after visited California and was a great
success, filling the Eureka and Academy for months. From the quality of material then professionally associated, the Birch,
Wambold, Bernard and Backus’ San Francisco Minstrels, knowing that if it were possible to secure a hall in New York,
success would attend their efforts. They left San Francisco, the city of their great success, guided solely by their own
judgment and business qualifications. They secured the hall known as Heller’s, previously a sepulcher for all who had the
audacity to try it, having proved an ulcer to the profession in general and swamped the Buckley’s and hosts of others. But
the master hands went to work with a determination to succeed and the receipts of the company exceeded those of any other
minstrel band in the United States for the same length of time.
They are one of the institutions of New York, and deservedly so from their originality. Mr. Bernard fills the very
responsible position of interrogator, and as such has no superior, if an equal, in the business. He is very original in
everything he does and is possessed of a deliciously comic laugh. It is not the dry cackle or the senseless chuckle sometimes
given out as the laugh Ethiopian. It is rich, unctuous, the expressive juice of careless mirth and jollity. It strikes the heart
with a positive shock of fun. He mingles his humor with occasional bursts of serious intensity, which give the speeches
designed for the purpose their fullest significance. Mr. Bernard is also a most excellent musician, playing the violin very
well.
Col. T. Allson Brown. "Early History of Negro Minstrelsy."
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◄ Cornwall Chronicle (Launceston, Tas) 1 Mar 1851, 133.

Hobart Town (Tasmania)

◄ Colonial Times and Tasmanian (Hobart Town) 21 Mar. 1851, 2.
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Hobarton Guardian, or, True Friend of Tasmania 23 Apr. 1851. 2.

◄ Hobarton Guardian, or, True Friend of Tasmania 5 Mar. 1851. 3.
http://trove.nla.gov.au/ndp/del/page/20203362
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◄ Cornwall Chronicle (Launceston, Tas) 2 May 1851, 295.

Sydney

Sydney Morning Herald 23 June 1851, 1.
Sydney Morning Herald 25 Aug. 1851, 1.

West Maitland (NSW)

Sydney

Maitland Mercury and Hunter River General Advertiser
(NSW) 30 Aug. 1851, 3.

Sydney Morning Herald 5 Sept. 1851, 1.

Sydney Morning Herald 8 Oct. 1851, 1.
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Colonial Times (Hobart Town) 7 Nov. 1851, 3.

Colonial Times (Hobart Town) 11 Nov. 1851, 4.

Courier (Hobart Town) 15 Nov. 1851, 3.
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http://trove.nla.gov.au/ndp/del/page/6597172
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Empire (Sydney) 6 June 1853, 1.

Maitland Mercury and Hunter River General Advertiser 23
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Bell's Life in Sydney and Sporting Reviewer 2 July 1853, 4.
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Bathurst Free Press and Mining Journal (NSW) 10 Sept. 1853, 2.
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