
THE SANDHILLS, MOORE PARK (Sydney) 
 

For an as-yet-undermined period of time during the late-nineteenth century, the Moore Park sandhills served as a 

practice and training ground for professional, amateur and "would-be" circus and vaudeville acrobats and jugglers. 

According to variety performer "Redhead" Wilson, numerous athletes, both young and older, gathered in the area 

most Sunday mornings to train with each other and learn from the more experienced practitioners. These sessions 

were conducted in mostly friendly environment, although the competitive nature of some of the athletes was never 

far below the surface. Many more onlookers were also in the habit of attending these sessions. The location is 

believed to have become popular because of its central location (near the high density suburbs of Waterloo and 

Redfern). The fact that the sand helped cushion the participants' falls was perhaps of even greater importance.   
 
 

 
Source: World Urban Parks. 

 

 In January 1917 Australian Variety and Show World published a full page article by Alf "Redhead" Wilson, called 

"In the Sandhill Days." Wilson was then working as for Harry Clay, but at the same time beginning to make a name 

for himself as a semi-regular contributor to Variety, and this piece was one of his earliest. Wilson's industry credentials 

were particularly impressive. He had become well-known throughout Australasia during the first decade of the 

twentieth century through his acrobatic partnership with Joe Morris (1902-1912). Recognised as arguably the region's 

greatest knockabout comedy act of the early twentieth century, Morris and Wilson also toured America for a little over 

twelve months during the years 1910 to 1911. After they ended their professional relationship at the conclusion of a 

New Zealand tour, Wilson worked primarily as a solo artist - both within the Australasian region and in South Africa 

(1916).
1
  To date the connection between acrobats and Moore Park has been identified in only two publications. 

Wilson's is the most extensive.
2
  The following are selected extracts from "In the Sandhill Days:" 

 

To the modern theatre-goer the word sandhills signifies little. But a few years ago those sandhills produced the 

acrobats, contortionists, and dancers who have since developed into notoriety and left their mark in circus and 

vaudeville of the earlier day. These hills were situated on the outskirts of Redfern and Waterloo, near Moore Park 

but the progress of Sydney has almost completely obliterated any traces of them. A few years ago, on every Sunday 

morning, there gathered from all paths athletes ready to meet in friendly competition for the mere fun of the thing, 

and from there started most of our athletes - circus and otherwise... 

The sandhills always had a good house, probably because everybody was on the free list. But unlike most free 

list audiences they were good and encouraging... Such fine performers as Dutchy [Joe] Morris, Billy Duckworth, 

Jimmy Francis, Tom Queen, The Walhalla Brothers, McKisson and Kearns, Jack Heller, Lennon, Hyman and 

Lennon, Bovis Brothers, The Faust Family, were frequent visitors, and by kindly advice and practice helped the 

beginners, and this after their strenuous work with Fitzgeralds' or Wirth's circus the night previous... 

When it is told that in those days we used nothing in the way of mechanical supports or contrivances for 

breaking the fall of new beginners, it is surprising the small number of accidents met with; and for a person to 

attempt double somersaults for the first time trusting purely to theory, simply courted disaster. It is on record that 

one poor fellow, Roy Martin, met his death that way through miscalculation - all for a hobby. 

                                                           
1
  Wilson's act during the mid to late-1910s saw him invariably billed as the "the athletic humorist." His routines comprised a 

mix of comic monologues (often based on memoir), songs and acrobatic routines. 
2
  See "Historical Notes and Corrections" (below) regarding some inadequacies in Wilson's piece - especially his lack of detail 

regarding when or for how long the sandhills were used by members of the circus and variety fraternities. 
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Under such circumstances many unrehearsed incidents are always sure to happen. One time we were jokingly 

trying to form human pyramids, borrowing from an Arab troupe. Everything was going smoothly and the pyramid 

nearing completion. The redheaded kid, who was the youngest and lightest in the crowd, was selected to crawl up 

four high. But inexperience and hard feet on the necks of the amateur acrobats caused comment with the result that 

they swayed, strained and giggled to an alarming extent. The man who was the key of the pyramid thought he had 

about enough so he whispered to his three fellow supporters "Tell him to come down."  The absurdity of him trying 

to pass the word up as through a speaking tube was too much for the already jelly-fish pyramid. Result: collapse 

amidst laughter and everybody playing hopscotch and rubbing bruised parts. In that pyramid were Frank Hyman (of 

Mooney and Hyman), and Ted Sutton (Carlton and Sutton)
3
.... 

It may appear that all patrons of those sandhills were alike. Never was a mistake made like that. Some of 

Sydney's prosperous citizens were tryers and really enjoyed those Sunday jaunts and have benefitted in health, 

thereby finishing their athletic careers in the Sydney gymnasia - preferable the Y.M.C.A and similar institutions. But 

the younger generation should appreciate the knowledge passed on to them from experience gained on those almost 

forgotten sandhills.
4
 

 

Some six years later Harry Nickless briefly recalled in Everyone's his association with the sandhills as an emerging 

vaudevillian: 
 

I was an acrobatic song and dance artist, having learned my dancing from Tom Delohery, of the Australian team, 

Delohery, Craydon and Holland. Later on I took several lessons from Tom Donnolly who, at that time, was the 

leading teacher of dancing... My acrobatics I learned on the old sandhills of Moore Park and Alexandria. Both these 

places were in great demand by the many acrobats of those days, and on Sundays it was no common sight to see a 

score of agile athletes rehearsing some new trick or other, many of those boys of-a-quarter-of-a-century ago have 

since achieved fame both here and abroad
5
 

 

 
View of the Moore Park sandhills, 1881. The photograph was taken from Flinders Street looking south across Driver's Triangle.6  

The road to the left, then known as Randwick Road, is now Anzac Parade. The road to the right was originally called Dowling Street (now 

South Dowling Street). The road running across the far side of Driver's Triangle becomes Moore Park Road (out of image, left) and Fitzroy 

Street (out of image, right).7  

Source: "Appendix 2." Moore Park Master Plan 2040. Centennial Park and Moore Park Trust.  

 

A quick glimpse at the history of sandhills, Moore Park, the nearby suburbs of Redfern, Waterloo, and Surry Hills, 

and the adjacent Centennial Park, can provide some insight into how and why the park became so popular with 

industry professionals, amateur athletes and the working-class residents during the late-nineteenth century. 

                                                           
3
  The author concludes his reminiscence by noting: "That redheaded kid has now developed into Alf 'Redhead' Wilson." 

4
  Other variety theatre practitioners to be mentioned in this article include: Wally Smith (dance teacher), Paddy Raccoon, Ted 

Trevoe, Con Moreni Snr, Frank Yorke, the Permans, Delohery Craydon and Holland, Martin Brennan, and Benny Israel,  
5
  "The Teacher of Clyde Cook." Everyone's: Incorporating Australian Variety and Show World (Sydney) 11 Apr. 1923, 3. 

6
  The sandhills visible in the photograph are believed to have been Mount Steele and Mount Rennie 

7
  Randwick Road had earlier been known as Old Botany Road. Moore Park Road was formerly known as Park Road. Heading 

back towards the city, Flinders Street eventually joins Oxford Street at Taylor Square. Oxford Street was previously known as 

South Head Road, and indeed eventually joins Old South Head Road at Bondi (although the final section is now known as Syd 

Einfield Drive). 
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THE SANDHILLS: HISTORY AND BACKGROUND 
 

 According to Redhead Wilson, the sandhills were situated on the outskirts of Redfern and Waterloo, near Moore 

Park. Harry Nicholas further identifies Alexandria as an adjacent suburb. What neither article mentions, however, is 

that there were originally four very large hills within what was originally Sydney Common and later Moore and 

Centennial parks. They were so prominent that each had been give a name - Mount Steel, Mount Renny,
8
 Constitution 

Hill and Mount Lang.  
 

Mount Steel: Given its name in 1869 as a means of honouring Alexander Steel (1819-

1882), publican, and a Randwick Council Alderman (1860-1870, 1872-1874). Steel, who was 

also the mayor of Sydney City Council between 1867 and 1869, played a leading role in 

urging the Council to make improvements to the Sydney Common.   
 

Mount Steel is the least altered, and only remaining sandhill. Located to the immediate north 

of the Moore Park Golf Course Driving Range (and running parallel to South Dowling Street), 

it offers a sweeping view to the north of the park and nearby suburbs. Historian John Ross 

suggests, too, that Mount Steel is "probably the best place to appreciate the unique 

contribution that Moore Park has made to the sporting and recreational life of the city."
9
 

Nevertheless, as Ross further notes, "Mount Steel is much smaller than it was when Moore 

Park was first established in the mid-nineteenth century.  
 

Mount Renny: Also named in 1969, after former Lord Mayor Walter Renny, this sandhill 

had by then been grassed and terraced, and featured a flagpole at the summit. Sometime 

during the late-nineteenth century a Macfarlane canopy drinking fountain was built at the top 

as well. A major construction project was started in 1926 to level the hill and it subsequently 

became the base of the Moore Park Golf Club's clubhouse. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mount Lang: Named in honour of Presbyterian clergyman Reverend Dr. John Dunmore 

Lang, this Mount Lang  was significantly altered in 1888. Lowered to just 25 feet (7 metres) its 

plateau subsequently shrunk to little more than 40 yards (36 metres) in width, and the slope 

facing the Cricket Ground terraced. In 1947 the Sydney City Council levelled the hill in order 

to build a 500 space car park for patrons of the two cricket fields and other sports venues. 
 

Constitution Hill:  Possibly named in honour of the 1855 New South Wales Constitution Act, which gave wider 

powers over domestic matters, including revenue raising and land and allowed the New South Wales Governor to 

make appointments to public office. John Ross describes Constitution Hill as "the most mysterious of the four hills in 

Moore Park," and notes that while it has not been identified in any maps of the area, some details furnished in 

newspapers and other sources appear to indicate that it was situated "on the south of Alison Road, to the east of Anzac 

Parade and extending into the western part of Randwick Racecourse. 
 

 

                                                           
8
  See "Historical Notes and Corrections" section (2.) regarding the spelling of this sandhill. Both Renny and Rennie are 

common. See also some details regarding the infamous "Mount Renny Outrage." 
9
  Much of the information in this "Sandhills" section of the biography has been sourced from John W. Ross's excellent history 

of Moore Park. The AVTA thanks him for his significant contribution to our knowledge of the history of the park. 

 

 

 

Clockwise from left. Walter Renny; Alexander Steel (both 

images courtesy of Discover Sydney's Aldermen); and Rev. John 

D. Lang (National Library of Australia) 

Source: Centennial 

Parklands. 



 
Map of a section of the tram network, 1907-1920 showing Mt Steel and Mt Renny (immediately below Cleveland Street). 

Source: National Library of Australia. 

 

In its "History and Heritage" section, the Centennial Parklands website records that by 1886, sixty-five percent of the 

Sydney's metropolitan population lived within five miles (eight kilometres) of the park. This figure more than suggests 

that the area played a significant part in the lives of many people during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth 

centuries, especially during a period in time when most people were reliant on either public transport (if available) or 

walking. Moore Park's relative closeness to Redfern railway station was another factor in the popularity of the 

sandhills as a social and sporting precinct. 
 

 

Sydney Common: The area that became known as Moore Park, and which later included Queen's Park and the 

Centennial Parklands, was originally part of the second Sydney Common.
10

 Proclaimed a Common in 1811 by 

Governor Macquarie, the area, which originally comprised 490 acres (198 hectares), was chosen because its sandy soil, 

scrubby flora, swamplands and sandstone ridges were unsuitable for commercial grazing. A "Heritage Analysis" 

submitted as part of the Centennial Parklands' 2040 Master Plan, identifies the physical extent of the Common during 

its first fifty years:  
 

Up until 1861 the northern boundary of the Sydney Common was defined by the South Head Road (now Oxford 

Street), the southern boundary by the Randwick Racecourse and the western boundary by South Dowling Street. 

Three roads had penetrated the Sydney Common by 1861. These were: Randwick Road (Old Botany Road) 

which divided close to the southern boundary and a natural water course from the Lachlan swamps (Bunnerong 

Road and Coogee Road), a road following the western boundary of the Water Reserve... and connecting with 

Randwick Road then continuing through to Botany via Waterloo and an access road from the west into the 

walled cemetery.....The Randwick Road followed a well beaten path meandering through the sandy and swampy 

low ground to destinations at Bunnerong, Botany Bay, Randwick, Coogee or the Randwick Racecourse.
11

  
 

                                                           
10

  The first Sydney Common, was set aside in 1804 in the area know occupied by Hyde Park. Based on the English model, the 

Sydney Commons were conceived as community spaces for the individual and collective benefit of all members of a society. The 

model calls for a combination of natural resources (trees, water, grass etc) and man-made features (such as paths, roads, rotundas, 

places of refreshment etc). These resources are held in common by legislation, and cannot be privately owned.   
11

  "Appendix 2: Heritage Analysis," 11-12.  



The parkland's website further notes that "these roads were mostly constructed along the line of Aboriginal paths and 

tracks," and that their construction not only defined the edges of the common but would later play a role in shaping 

subdivisions within the Parklands."
12

 Over the years, too, portions of the Common were parcelled off for various 

reasons - some was used for residential growth, while others retained, in part, the public spirit of the Common 

concept. These included a rifle range, cricket grounds, a zoo, and of course Moore Park, Queen's Park and Centennial 

Park. 
 

 
Source: Centennial Parklands. 

 

One of the earliest impingements on the Common was the Victoria Barracks, which became the British Army's 

military base in Sydney after construction was completed in 1846. The Barracks main entrance was established on 

South Head Road (now Oxford Street), with the base itself occupying over 30 acres (13 hectares) of land to the south - 

ending where Park Road (now Moore Park Road) would later run. In 1851 a grant of land within the Common was 

given to the British army for use as a soldier's cricket ground and a garden.
13

 These were situated roughly where 

Allianz Stadium and the Sydney Cricket Ground now stand. In a "Forgotten Sydney" article published in the Sydney 

Morning Herald in 1892, the writer provides some insight into the Barracks and environs of long ago: 
 

The Military Barracks stand on what was then a 

most uninviting sandhill. A small octagon building 

near the present guard-house accommodated a 

policeman. The view from this hill was a dreary one, 

extending across an expanse of tea-tree scrub and 

swamp to Botany Bay. Moore Park, the Zoo, or the 

Association Grounds had not been thought of, and 

the only racecourse was at Homebush, on the 

Parramatta-road. The first buildings completed in 

connection with these barracks was the field officers' 

quarters, situated at the northern end near 

Paddington... The greater part of this sandhill was 

levelled by fatigue parties of soldiers - men of the 

11th and 12th Regiments.
14

  
 

John Ross provides some background on the rifle range(s) 

in The History of Moore Park, Sydney: 
 

A rifle range was constructed adjacent to the cricket 

ground in 1852. It took advantage of the sandstone 

formations to the east as a place to safely place 

targets. Both the British Army and the Sydney 

Volunteers used the range for target practice. A 

second rifle range opened in 1862, running parallel 

and south of the military range, allowing 

recreational shooters to practise and to hold 

competitions. The range was known as the Padding-

ton Rifle Range, and locally as the Paddington Butts 

(21).  

                                                           
12

  "Sydney Common," n. pag. 
13

  "Appendix 2: Heritage Analysis," 5-6. 
14

  "Forgotten Sydney." Sydney Morning Herald 23 Nov. 1896, 7.  

 
Sands' Directory, 1887. 

Source: John Ross. The History of Moore Park, Sydney 

 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article14076634


After the British departed Victoria Barracks in 1870, the New South Wales Cricket Association made regular use of 

the cricket oval - then known as the Military and Civil Ground. In 1876, the ground was extensively upgraded and 

renamed the Association Cricket Ground. Since 1877, it has been managed by a public trust, currently called the 

Sydney Cricket and Sports Ground Trust. 
 

 
"Old Botany Road,15 continuation of Bourke Street, 1873" by Samuel Elyard. 

Held by the State Library of New South Wales. 
 

In 1879 the newly formed Zoological Society of New South Wales was granted permission to establish a zoo in an 

area of Moore Park known as Billy Goat Swamp. The original parcel of land, 7.5 acres (3 hectares), was greatly 

increased over the years. The Zoo remained a recreational destination for Sydney-siders and tourists alike until the 

1910s. By 1912, however, plans were being formulated to establish a bar-less zoo, and eventually a site was chosen on 

the other side of Sydney Harbour at Mosman. In 1913 management of the Moore Park Zoo was taken over by a Trust 

which later became known as the Taronga Zoological Park Trust. The transfer of animals and birds to the new site 

took place in 1916.
16

 
 
 

Moore Park:  Located within the geological region of Sydney known as the Botany Sands, the area had been part of 

the territory of the Darug people prior to the arrival of white Europeans. It was also considered to be the tribal lands of 

both the Gadigal and Gameygal clan groups going back as far back some 6500 years ago. The Botany Sands represent 

the northern edge of the Botany Basin and comprise a complex of Aeolian sand dunes of variable thickness with an 

underlying layer of inter-bedded clays, peats and sands. The Centennial Parklands "Heritage Analysis" further notes:  
 

The British colonial occupation resulted in tracks from the new settlement at Sydney Cove to Botany Bay which 

cut across the Botany Sands expanse and evolved into a weaving alignment to skirt the then existing pattern of 

sandhills, ponds and wetlands distributed within the system. The main track which once meandered through the 

study area was known as the Old Botany Road.
17

   
 

By the mid-1860s, the public demand for organised recreations was so great that Sydney City Council dedicated 378 

acres (153 hectares) in the north-west section of Sydney Common to athletic and social pursuits. By this time, however, 

the land had been left largely barren and seriously degraded  - the result of years of timber pillaging and the dumping 

of waste by nearby residents. Work on the improvements began in 1867, and that same year it was officially given the 

name Moore Park, after Charles Moore, the Mayor of Sydney City Council (1867-1869). As an alderman Moore had 

been the primary mover for a number of years in lobbying the Sydney City Council to make improvements to the area. 

His suggestion that the place be called Olympic Park was rejected by his fellow councillors in favour of his own 

name.
18

 A considerable number of men were employed in levelling areas of the park (including parts of the sandhills) 

in preparation for the planting of ornamental trees and the laying out of recreation grounds. A report of an April 

meeting of the Sydney City Council announced that the Council had agreed to a plan:  
 

A part of [which] is to open a road across the Rifle Range to connect with the eastern end of Fitzroy Street with 

the Municipality of Paddington and form a junction with the South Head Road near St. Matthias Church. A large 

number of foot passengers are continually passing to and fro between Surry Hills and Paddington by the footpath 

at the back of the Victoria Barracks every day, and the new road will be available for vehicles as well as foot 

passengers.
19

  
 

                                                           
15

  Later Randwick Road, then Anzac Parade. 
16

  For details relating to the use of the Sydney Common by other interests see the resources located in this biography's "Further 

Research" section. 
17

  "Appendix 2: Heritage Analysis," 4-5.  
18

  Interestingly, another person to have a major impact on the improvements to Moore Park was the then Director of the Sydney 

Botanic Gardens, Charles Moore (no relation). Their joint plan was to stabilise the soils by planting indigenous shrubs and couch 

grass. Although the shrubs failed, the couch grass was successful. 
  

19
  "City Improvements." Sydney Morning Herald 23 Apr. 1867, 6. This roadway later became known as Moore Park Road. 

Cleveland Street was not extended into the park until 1879.  

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/page/1468414


The upper slopes of Mount Rennie and Mount Steel were also terraced and the lower slopes planted with 

predominantly Moreton Bay Fig trees. At the Drivers Triangle entrance to the park, located on Randwick Road, a 

sandstone gateway was erected, along with turnstiles.
20

  
 

Sydney's first tram service into the suburbs ran from Bridge Street in the city centre to Alison Road at Randwick 

Racecourse. It opened in 1880, and was extended to the Randwick shops the following year. A loop service from the 

La Perouse line opened in 1881. This ran within the grounds of Moore Park (alongside Randwick Road)
21

 and was 

specifically conceived as a service to transport patrons of the Sydney Sports Ground, the Sydney Cricket Ground and 

the Agricultural Showground. Both tram routes helped speed up access to Moore Park for people who lived well away 

from the immediate districts and who had no private means of transportation.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Moore Park now provides 115 hectares of public space for the people of Sydney's leisure activities. The Park's sports 

fields include basketball, tennis and netball courts, the E.S. Marks Athletics Field, an 18-hole Group One public golf 

course, chipping and putting greens and a 60 bay driving range. It is also used as a venue for circuses and other 

outdoor events. 
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  "Appendix 2: Heritage Analysis," 14. 
21

  Now Anzac Parade. 
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M.S. Hill, Sydney, 1888 

Source: State Library of  
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Centennial Parklands:  Opened in 1888, Centennial Park is the result of the combined visions of Lord 

Carrington, the Governor of New South Wales (1885-1890) and Sir Henry Parkes, the New South Wales premier 

(1872-75, 1878-83, 1887-89, and 1889-91). It was Carrington who publically pushed for a large recreational space to 

be established in Sydney. Parkes facilitated its realisation, creating a "people's park" for those wishing to escape the 

bustling city centre. The need for a large-scale park had been recognised by locals well before Carrington took office, 

however: 
 

During the late 1870s people were lobbying the Councils of Woollahra and Paddington to use the Water Reserve 

as a public park when its water supply function ended in 1886. It was an ideal location for a park, given that 65% 

of metropolitan Sydney was living within a 5 mile (8 km) radius of the area. The area had become densely 

populated and it was felt by the local residents that an 'additional air lung to the city' was needed.
22

 
 

The year before it opened, the government passed the Centennial Celebrations Act of 1887 which provided a clear 

plan for creating both Centennial Park and Queens Park. It also effectively signalled the end of Sydney Common. 

While Queens Park remained relatively undeveloped because of drainage problems, Centennial Park became a focal 

point for Sydney's 1888 celebrations. Much work was required in landscaping the area, however. In response 

Parliament set aside £50,000 towards its construction, with an emphasis on the Grand Drive. Much of the landscaping 

was overseen by Charles Moore, then Director of the Royal Botanical Gardens, and his head gardener James Jones. In 

addition to the planting of trees and ornamental gardens, the design called for a processional entrance, ornamental 

gates, lakes, ornamental water bodies, cascades and fountains, grassed meadows and areas for sport. The dams of the 

previous water reserve were incorporated into the plan of the Park.
23

  
 

By 1912 the park was producing 150,000 plants a year and these were used to create flowerbeds and shrubberies. 

These ornamental plantings were strategically placed around the northern shores of the main lakes and along the 

central roadways. They became a focus for the park and a popular destination for recreational visitors 
 

 
1890 
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  "A Grand New Park." Centennial Parklands, n. pag. 
23

  The dams at the far south-east of Centennial Park had previously been known as Lachlan Swamp and later as the Lachlan 

Water Reserve. This was Sydney's main source of water from 1837 to 1859, with the water being carried all the way to Hyde Park 

by a gravity-fed tunnel called Busby's Bore. The water was then delivered throughout the city by water carts. Over-grazing from 

livestock owned by locals and the widespread dumping of garbage gradually polluted the swamps, and by the 1860s it was no 

longer used as a source of drinking water. By the mid-1880s its usefulness as a source of water for any purposes had effectively 

ended.   



Surrey Hills:  Located to the immediately south-east of the Sydney central business district, Surrey Hills is 

surrounded by Darlinghurst to the north, Chippendale and Haymarket to the west, Moore Park and Paddington to the 

east and Redfern to the south. The main thoroughfares on its borders are Elizabeth Street and Chalmers Street to the 

west, Cleveland Street to the south, South Dowling Street to the east, and Oxford Street to the north. Sydney's main 

railway station, Central, is also situated on the western edge of Surry Hills, with Redfern station, the first stop on the 

southern line, located on the western edge of Redfern. It was known as Eveleigh Station when it opened in 1878.
24

 
 

The first land grants in Surry Hills were made in the 1790s, but as the area largely comprised sand and swamps little 

development occurred until the economic boom of the 1830s. This led to an increase in subdivisions as the demand for 

residential land became greater, and in turn led to the establishing of a village.  By the end of the 1840s, there were 

some 800 houses within the area bounded by Surry Hills and Woolloomooloo (the the north). By the 1860s, however, 

there were more than 1,900 dwellings in Surrey Hills alone. This increased to more than 5,300 in the 1890s. The 

majority of residential buildings in the suburb from the 1850s onwards were terrace houses or worker's cottages. These 

were interspersed by occasional mansions and paddocks, while the internal network of streets remained for the large 

part undeveloped. The area's popularity as a place to live saw it account for almost 30 percent of Sydney's population 

by the early 1890s.  
 

Light industry became established in the area 

during the second half of the century, with the 

clothing industry being one of the more prominent. 

Other industries included the building trades, 

coach-building works (which employed manual 

labourers like blacksmiths, bodymakers, coach 

painters and upholsterers, as well as saddlers and 

harness makers), tanning, and market gardens. The 

increasing presence of mechanics, skilled artisans, 

shopkeepers, as well as migrants (particularly the 

Irish), saw the working class eventually dominate 

local life, thereby displacing the rapidly declining 

gentry. It naturally became notorious for crime and 

vice, too. 
 

The huge influx of people in to the suburb over a 

small period of time led to many problems 

regarding infrastructure - notably access to water, 

lack of sewerage and drainage, and inadequate 

roads and streets. These issues eventually resulted 

in Surrey Hills' decline from a residential suburb to 

a slum. The depression of the 1890s only worsened 

conditions.  
 

Redfern:  Named after surgeon William Redfern, who in 1817 was granted 100 acres (40 hectares) of land in the 

area, Redfern is located on the outskirts of the Sydney central business district, but in a more southerly direction than 

neighbouring Surrey Hills. The suburb has been characterised by the migrant and indigenous populations to have lived 

in the area for more than a century and a half.  
 

The municipality of Redfern was officially gazetted in 1859. Eleven years later it had its own Town Hall, and became 

a Borough in its own right, remaining an independent municipality until 1949. The first industries in the area were 

small, and often family-based.  Among the earliest producers to be attracted to the Redfern sandhills were market 

gardeners in the 1850s. At first these were European-Australians but by the 1870s Chinese families were predominant. 

Sands Sydney Directory lists 54 local market gardens in 1885, of which most were run by the Chinese. Around that 

time, too, Redfern had become home to a number of Lebanese families, many of whom became involved in local 

business - especially the food industries.  
 

Growth in the area increased markedly from the 1850s due to the impact of the railway industry, and especially the 

establishing of locomotive manufacturing. In 1890 Redfern had more than 450 businesses operating, with Redfern 

Street having become the civic, religious and commercial centre of the area.  
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  Interestingly, Central Station was known as Redfern Station until 1906. The change of name came about as a result of its 

relocation further north (to the site of the old Devonshire Street cemetery). As it was no longer within the boundaries of Redfern, 

that name was subsequently transferred to the Eveleigh Station.  

 
 

The rear of Lower Campbell Street, Surrey Hills, in 1900,  

looking across Milk Lane. 

Source: State Library of New South Wales 



Aboriginal people were also closely identified with the area from the 1850s onwards.
25

 This came about after some 

secured employment on the railways, using their skills to locate water and other natural resources during the building 

of the early rail network. These men later came back to seek other forms of employment, which in turn led to 

Aboriginal people from many different regions migrating to Redfern in the hope of similar opportunities. By the 1890s 

almost 12,000 people worked for the New South Wales Department of Railways, with the workshops at Everleigh 

becoming the biggest employer of Aboriginal people in New South Wales.  
 

Infrastructural support for the railway workers came in the form of houses built during the 

1880s, many of them in the adjacent suburb of Darlington. By the end of the decade much 

of that suburb had been subdivided and most of the buildings constructed. As with Surrey 

Hills, the vast majority of Redfern residents in the nineteenth century were working-class. 

It is not surprising, then, that the district became a powerhouse during the early years of the 

breakaway rugby league competition that started in 1908. The local club, known as South 

Sydney became identified as the "rabbitohs" - a commonly used term to describe the 

hawkers who captured, killed and skinned rabbits to sell in the markets and/or door to 

door. It is from this environment that vaudeville comedian Nat Phillips developed his 

infamous and somewhat shady character Stiffy the Rabbitoh in the early 1910s. 

 
 

 

 

Waterloo:  Located roughly two miles (three kilometres) from the Sydney central business district, Waterloo is 

surrounded by the suburbs of Redfern and Darlington to the north, Eveleigh and Alexandria to the west, Rosebery to 

the south, and Moore Park, Zetland, and Kensington to the east.  
 

The land that today comprises Waterloo was first granted to John Thomas Campbell. He received a grant of 185 acres 

(75 hecatares) in 1825, and called it Mount Lachlan Estate after Governor Lachlan Macquarie. The suburb was 

eventually named after the Waterloo Estate which accords generally with the suburbs of Zetland, Alexandria and 

Rosebery.
26

 Housing development was at first limited to the high ground surrounding the Waterloo swamp, the 

Waterloo dam and Shea's Creek. 
 

Waterloo Council was formed in 1860, and the district saw enormous growth during the last three decades of the 

nineteenth century. This period saw the suburb transformed from a small fringe suburb of Sydney, with some small 

industry mixed with market gardens, dairies and mills, to a suburb where larger scale industry, rows of terrace housing 

and areas of workers' cottages filled the landscape. In his 2004 article "Waterloo: Whose Fault were the Slums," Jeff 

Fairman interrogates the economic and social history of the suburb, noting: 
 

     The presence of both terrace and cottage style housing suggests that there were two different classes of 

workers in the area. Those who lived in the more substantial and elaborate terraces tended to be artisans or 

skilled workers, while the workers' cottages were occupied, primarily, by unskilled labourers and factory 

workers (57)... Clearly, the industrialisation of Waterloo and Alexandria provided some people with a means of living 

a better life. If you were a skilled worker, the prospects of getting a skilled job in a factory and buying cheap land or a 

cheap house in Waterloo or Alexandria in the 1880s or 90s were good...  

     There is another side to this story [however], that of the unskilled labourers, for Waterloo, Redfern and Alexandria 

were also synonymous with poverty and low socio-economic status...  

     Life for these people was most definitely harder than for skilled workers; working conditions were very poor, pay 

was low and hours were often extremely long. In slow times workers were laid off and lost their incomes altogether. 

Work could often be life-threatening, especially in factories and manufacturing like those of Waterloo and Alexandria. 

The story of the famous Redfern 'rabbit-ohs,' who caught and sold rabbit as a cheap source of meat, is a good example 

of how people of this class got by in times of unemployment (59).  

   In 1876 a committee of the Sydney Health Board was established to report on 'crowded dwellings and areas,' 

primarily in the western area of the City, but also in the other problem areas of Waterloo, Redfern, Alexandria 

and The Glebe. This report found the condition of housing in these areas to be substandard. The typical slum 

area consisted of poorly constructed housing, narrow lanes which separated rows of terraces facing each other 

across a courtyard as narrow as four feet (approx. 1.2 metres). Ventilation was achieved from the front of such 

houses only, and the front courtyard also contained privies and refuse from the buildings 
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  Not forgetting that the Gadigal Aboriginal people had been using the area for camping, feasting and other social gatherings 

for thousands of years. 
26

  The Waterloo Estate had taken its name from the 1815 Battle of Waterloo, which saw British and Prussian forces under the 

Duke of Wellington and Blücher defeat the French forces under Napoleon Bonaparte.  

 

 

 

Nat Phillips as Stiffy 

Nat Phillips Collection," The Fryer Library, The University of Queensland 



The living conditions within Waterloo, as for its neighbouring suburbs, were not helped by the severe economic 

downturn brought about by the depression of the late-1880s and early-1890s. It is not surprising, then, that open areas 

such as Centennial Park, and especially the scrubland wilderness of Moore Park and its sandhills, would have been 

desirable destinations and a means of temporary escape for the young and not-so-young of the area - especially for the 

majority who eked out their existences in impoverished confinement. The additional excitement of acrobatic sessions 

in the sandhills, and the possibility of career opportunities for those with athletic talent, would have made Sundays a 

weekly highlight for many locals. 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Left: Campbell Lane, Surry Hills (undated). State Library of New South Wales 

Right: Elvy's butchery and residence in Codrington Street Darlington, 1890s. City of Sydney Archives. 

 

 

HISTORICAL NOTES AND CORRECTIONS 
 

1. 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

Wilson and Nickless: Unfortunately Alf Wilson provides no details regarding the 

years in which the sandhills were utilised for athletic training and learning, saying 

only that it occurred "a few years ago." One clue as to the approximate time period is 

given when he mentions his involvement in the Sunday sessions as a "redheaded 

youngster." Given that Wilson was likely born sometime around the late-1870s/early-

1880s, his association with the sandhills may have occurred sometime during the 

1890s.     
 

In mentioning performers from Wirth's and the Fitzgerald Brothers circuses, Wilson 

possibly sheds some inadvertent light on the time period because the Wirth's left 

Australia in 1893 and did not return for some seven years. The Fitzgerald Brothers' 

circus is recorded as playing Sydney in 1893, and then again in 1896, 1897, 1898, 

1900, 1901, 1902 and 1904. Each of the seasons between 1896 and 1902 were held at 

the Benevolent Society Grounds opposite Redfern Railway Station - a relatively short 

distance from Moore Park.  
 

Further evidence comes from the career of Wilson's 

former  partner,  Joe  Morris,  who  in   1926   recalls    

having started his apprentice with a Sydney-based circus forty-three years ago - 

at age nine. By 1890 Morris was with the Fitzgeralds, and although he left their 

circus at least once (in 1895) he had returned by 1897, and remained with them 

until around the turn of the century. It is therefore quite possible that Morris and 

Wilson met each other at the sandhills during the late-1890s, and that sometime 

afterwards they began developing their vaudeville act. The two men are believed 

to have they made their debut together in either 1901 or 1902.    
 

In the Everyone's feature article on Harry Nickless, the former song and dance 

man recalls that this peers used the Moore Park sandhills a quarter of a century 

ago. This appears to confirm the mid to late-1890s period. 

 

 

 

 

Alf Wilson 
Australian Variety (Sydney)  

1 Mar. 1918, n. pag. 

 

 

Harry Nickless  
Everyone's (Sydney) 11 Apr. 1923, 3. 
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Mount Renny or Mount Rennie: Although named after Walter Renny, this Moore Park sandhill was often 

spelled Mount Rennie. As none of the names of the hills were officially gazetted, the different spellings were 

indifferently applied by journalists, editors and locals over the years, and both appear to be as common as each 

other. The earliest reference to Mount Renny found to date was published in the Evening News (Sydney) on 30 

November 1870. The report, titled "Brisbane Ward Election,"
27

 mentions an objection to a flagstaff being put on 

either "Mount Renny or Mount Steel." Renny is again used in newspaper reports published in 1872, 1873 and 

1875. It is not until 1876 that the alternative spelling,"Rennie," makes its first appearance.   
 

For the purpose of consistency, the Australian Variety Theatre Archive has adopted "Renny," unless directly 

quoting a source that uses the other nomenclature. 
 

The Mount Renny Outrage (1886): In her book Larrikins: A History, Melissa Bellanta writes that on On 9 

September 1886 sixteen year-old Mary Jane Hicks was "dragged through the scrub from Bourke Street, 

Waterloo... to a rump of bush in the sprawling expanse of Moore Park; the small knoll known ludicrously as 

Mount Rennie, where the Moore Park Golf Course now stands."
28

 Bellanta further notes that the police 

investigation and subsequent court case became "a cause célèbre over the years" due to a number of issues and 

concerns - not the least being the spectre of an "irregular investigation" by police, the scandalously short trial of 

socially disadvantaged offenders, and the fact that nine of the youths were convicted and sentenced to hang. "The 

four youths who eventually died in a partly botched public hanging were almost the last to be executed for rape in 

Australia" (89).  
 

Aspects surrounding the rape and the trial were published in 

newspapers throughout the colonies, and even world-wide, 

during the weeks and months that followed. The language used 

to describe those charged, as well as general observations of the 

Waterloo larrikins and pushes demonstrates a type of public 

anxiety and alarm that later came to be termed "moral panic." 

Among the headlines, for example, were: "Shocking Outrage in 

Sydney" (Ballarat Star), "Horrible Outrages: Exhibitions of 

Fiendish Depravity" (Daily Telegraph), "Fearful Outrage in 

Sydney" (Mount Alexander Mail), "The Mount Rennie Outrage" 

(Corrowa Free Press); "The Sins of the City" (Australian Town 

and Country); and "Barberism in 1886" (Express and 

Telegraph).
29

 
 

In 1896, following the release of five surviving prisoners of the 

nine who had been sentenced to death, Sydney's Sunday Times 

took a retrospective look at the rape itself and the trial, raising a 

number of questions as to the veracity of the identification 

process and the sentences imposed. Among the statements made 

were the following: 
 

The story of the crime related at the time created world-wide 

interest, and almost the whole population of the colony was 

roused to a remarkable state of excitement, the majority calling 

loudly for vengeance for what appeared to be one of the most 

diabolical crimes on record... While there is no doubt an 

outrage was committed, some, there is every reason to believe, 

were punished who were innocent, and others more or less 

guilty escaped. One at least alleged to have been there was 

never caught. There is, however, this to be said - that the 

execution had a wonderful repressive influence upon the 

larrikin pushes, who were very troublesome at that time.
30
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  "Brisbane Ward Election." Evening News (Sydney) 30 Nov. 1870, 2. Brisbane Ward was an electoral boundary within the 

southern region of Sydney city between 1842 and 1900. It was then renamed Lang Ward (later the Division of Lang) after the 

Reverend John Dunmore Lang (1799-1878). Lang Park in Brisbane is also named in his honour. 
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  Bellanta, Melissa. Larrikins, 92. See Chapter Four: "The Mount Rennie Outrage," 86-105. 
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  "Shocking Outrage." Ballarat Star (Vic.) 11 Sept. 1886, 3; "Horrible Outrages." Daily Telegraph (Sydney) 11 Sept. 1886, 5; 

"Fearful Outrage in Sydney." Mount Alexander Mail (Vic.) 11 Sept. 1886, 3; "The Mount Rennie Outrage." Corrowa Free Press 

(NSW) 1 Oct. 1886, 3); "The Sins of the City" Australian Town and Country Journal (Sydney,) 16 Oct. 1886, 13; and C. Selby.  

"Barbarism in 1886." Letter . Express and Telegraph (Adelaide) 11 Jan. 1887, 3. 
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  "The Outrage at Mount Rennie: A Crime of Ten Years Ago - How it Happened, Then and Now." Sunday Times (Sydney) 29 

Nov. 1896, 3.  
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