
SMART SET DIGGERS 
 

(ca. 1917-1930) The Smart Set Diggers staged more than a thousand concerts during WWI, and 

after the war presented concerts in France and Brussels. After being demobilised Charles Holt 

established the troupe as a professional variety company and toured it through Great Britain for ten 

months. The Smart Set then toured the Antipodes in 1920 under contract to J. and N. Tait and later 

the Fullers. After temporarily disbanding for several years (ca. 1922-23), the company reformed to 

tour Harry Clay's Sydney circuit and then regional Queensland on its way to the East in 1925. 

Back in Australia in 1926 the troupe were featured in several radio broadcasts. The troupe's 

movements over the next few years are yet to be established, with their known engagements being 

Sydney in 1929 and Perth over the 1929/1930 summer. The artists most associated with the Smart 

Set Digger's were female impersonators Charles Holt (also director/producer), "Tiki" Carpenter 

and Fred Whitlow. By the mid to late 1920s the troupe also comprised several (real) female 

performers, along with an all-female chorus. 
 

 
 

Theatre Magazine (Sydney) June 1921, 18. 
 
 

1916-1921 
 

The Smart Set Diggers was one of several "soldier" concert parties to form within the Anzac alliance during the latter 

stages of the First World War and which went on to establish a popular following in Australia and New Zealand 

during the 1920s. As with the other troupes, notably the Famous Diggers (led by Pat Hanna), the Mademoiselle Mimi 

Diggers and the Gallipoli Strollers, the Smart Set Diggers' original all-male line-up clearly identified itself as 

comprising returned soldiers. Indeed, as Richard Fotheringham points out, they were invariably promoted as "warrior 

entertainers," with frequent references made to their war service.
1
  It may be inferred that this was necessary in order 

to reinforce the perception of "manliness" - especially as their entertainment featured specialist female-impersonators. 

By the mid-1920s  the ever-demanding  need  for  variety  forced  most of  the  companies to  incorporate  real  female   

performers into their line-up. By then, however, realistic 

female impersonation (as opposed to "drag") had become 

such an entrenched part of the "digger" entertainment 

genre that no troupe could operate without it. 
 

The Smart Set Diggers (not to be confused with Walter 

George's Smart Set)
2
 was formed as a concert party in 

France by Charles Holt around late-1916 or early-1917 as 

he recovered from wounds received while serving with the 

Fourth Division, Thirteenth Field Ambulance. Two of the 

other members of Holt's troupe were Fred Whitlow and 

Ernest Crosby (both of whom were also serving in the 4
th
 

Division). In a 1921 interview with the Theatre Magazine 

Holt recalls that this party performed more than a thousand 

                                                           
1
  "Digger Companies," 191. 

2
  The Walter George Smart Set formed as a costume comedy company in London in 1889 as The Smart Set. The troupe's tour 

manager in 1913, Maynard Dakin, claims that it was in fact the originator of this form of entertainment (Theatre Magazine June 

1913, 31).   

 
 

Aussie 9 (Dec. 1918), 20. 
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times along the battle-lines up until the end of the war, and that during that time "no less than 17 audience members 

were killed outright through a shell striking the structure in which the entertainment was being given."
3
  

 

 
 

Bailleul, Nord Region (France) ca. 1918 

Left to right (standing): Private Crossley; Private Rowe; Corporal Stevens; Private Jackson; Lance Corporal Castles;  

Driver Felton; Driver Barkell. Middle row (sitting on chairs): Private Holt (lady); Corporal Dawe; Captain Leake; Corporal Kirby;  

Driver Chisholm (lady). Front row (sitting on mat): Driver Ferrant; Lance Corporall Howitt; Staff Sergeant MacLeod. 

Source: Australian War Memorial. 
 

The company was also one of several Australian concert parties to feature in a series of articles published in Aussie: 

The Australian Soldier's Magazine in 1918 under the title "Aussie Field Theatres." In the December issue the writer 

(possibly editor Phillip K. Harris) writes: 
 

The dominant feature of the show is its high class musical items. The organisers have been fortunate in having in 

the Divvy a number of well-known professional songsters who had warbled themselves into prominence in 

musical circles in pre-war days. But the important factor that in a show intended to give mental recreation to war-

wearied Diggers humour must not be allowed to be entirely eliminated in order to display the vocal talent of the 

artists, however, excellent, has been fully recognised, and the programmes have been cleverly arranged so that 

whilst the artists have the fullest opportunity for the display of their vocal talent, it is used in well-chosen numbers 

that combine high-class vocalism with genuine humour. The result is a programme of musical humour (20). 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Aussie 9 (Dec. 1918), 20. 
 

                                                           
3
  "Month in Vaudeville, 18. 



The Aussie feature also records that the troupe's repertoire comprised burlesque extracts from comic opera, including 

scenes from The Girl in the Taxi, Country Girl and Chu-Chin Chow.
4
 In addition to Charles Holt, the standout 

performers around late-1918/early-1919 were reportedly W. Chisholm, Jack Kirby, George Castles and Fred 

Whitlow.
5
 Chisholm was routinely cast to play the juvenile lead opposite Holt's female characters, while dramatic 

actor Jack Kirby, was also highly capable as a singer, dancer and farce comedian. Prior to enlisting he had been a 

member of companies run by George Marlow and George Willoughby, and had appeared in productions alongside 

Julius Knight. George Castles, the brother of soprano Amy Castles, possessed a fine tenor voice which had been 

trained in Paris before the war. Fred Whilow was another highly versatile performer, equally adept at singing, dancing, 

acting (whether in comedy parts or in scenes of dramatic pathos). He too had performed professional before the war, 

both in Australia and Britain. Among the musicians known to have been enlisted into the troupe during the war were 

B. Torzillo (harpist), Ansel Winston (violin), Alex Howlitt (piano), Syd Clutsum (piano), Driver Ferrant (violin) and 

Fred Heath (flute). 
 

 
 

Smart Set Diggers, Picardie, Somme, Allonville (France) 31 May 1918 

The 'Smart Set' Concert Party, of the 4th Division, at their improvised concert hall in a barn, discussing fresh plans, after the hall had 

been partially wrecked by the explosion of two German high-velocity shells. Eighty-seven casualties were sustained by the 14th 

Battalion personnel, portion of whom were billeted in another portion of the barn, which the shells hit direct at 2 a.m. Left to right: 

Pte. C. O'Brien, Cpl G.E. Castles, L/Cpl. Howitt, n/e, n/e (standing), n/e, n/e, Captain C.D. Leake (with cap), L/Cpl W.L. Chisholm 

(side of face), L/Cpl. R.R. Rowe, Pte. Charles Thomas Holt, n/e, Sapper A. Torzillo (back to camera); Pte. R.E. Summers. 

Source: Australian War Memorial. 
 

After the Armistice the troupe, initially billed as The Smart Set, played shows in Brussels, Paris, Amiens, Rouen, 

Dieppe, Namur, Dinant, Charleroi and several other Continental cities  before undertaking a ten months tour of Great 

Britain.
6
  Holt further recalls that the company even perform in the throne room of Buckingham Palace.

7
 Fuller News 

also records that the troupe performed for the Prince of Wales (Aldwych Theatre, London) during the British tour.
8
  

 
 

1920-1922 
 

In 1920 Holt brought the Smart Set Diggers back to Australia, having secured a contract to tour the country and New 

Zealand under the management of J. and N. Tait. In addition to Fred Whitlow and Ernest Crosby, the troupe included 

several performers whose careers are largely associated with it - namely Tiki Carpenter, Ralph Sawyer, Bobbie 

Roberts and Albert Torzillo. Roberts and Sawyer had previously been in the Australian Imperial Forces' (A.I.F.) 

entertainment corps (The Anzac Coves), while Carpenter had been with the Green Diamonds Concert Party (France) 

and Rich Butler with the Cooees Concert Party. Jock Thompson (also of the Coo-ees) was another key member during 

the early 1920s, and later became a long-time member of the Famous Diggers. According to the Adelaide Register, the 

line-up at this time comprised 24 performers,
9
 although this number is believed to have included the members of the 

orchestra. By the time the troupe toured New Zealand the orchestra had been reportedly whittled down to a pianist. 

                                                           
4
  Chu Cin Chow by Oscar Asche and Frederick Norton (1916). 

5
  Whitlow's name is reported as Whitten by Aussie. 

6
  "Aussie Diggers," 19. 

7
  "Month in Vaudeville," 18. 

8
  "Clever Entertainers," 16. 

9
  "Smart Set Diggers: Military Night," 8. 
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With the "digger" troupes being a new and original entertainment package in Australia in 1920, it appears that 

audiences used to the high quality fare generally on offer from leading theatrical firms like the Taits and Fullers' 

Theatres were not sure what to expect from a bunch of returned soldiers: As a review in the Register during the 

troupe's debut season in Adelaide in 1920 indicates, however, the troupe's extensive experience to that date had 

allowed them to develop a highly charged combination of pathos and emotion, mixed with the type of larrikin humour 

that was already becoming  part of the Australian national psyche: 
 

There was a large amount of curiosity manifested by the audience to see whether the soldiers could really play as 

well as they fought. The very first shot decided the matter. It was a prologue called "The Dream." Only four 

members of the company were in it, and they had hardly got into their stride before all in the house realised that 

they were in for a night of real enjoyment. Laughter soon began to rise in titters and gurgles till, at times, it broke 

out in perfect gusts. Talk about fun! If the kind of fun (clean and wholesome, irresistible fun), as fired off by the 

Smart Set is the description which was afforded to the soldiers in their spare moments at the front, then the war 

could not possibly have been all horror...Originally formed in the trenches, the company is declared to have gained 

remarkable popularity abroad. Their programme is not all humour, but where it varies from that aspect it is every 

bit as entertaining... It was just as well that their names were on the programme, for until purposely introduced 

"male-isms" helped to reveal that they were not the real thing in the superb costumes which they wore, the fact that 

they were men was lost sight of.
10

 
 

Essentially self-contained mini-revue companies, digger troupes typically presented an entertainment consisting of 

sketches (comedy and dramatic), musical numbers, musical scenes (including exotic and war-related), recitations, 

scenes from well-known plays, and dancing (anything from traditional ballet to popular styles like the Tango and 

eccentric/comedic dances). Sometimes these elements were drawn together to form a type of mini-musical, or 

revusical, built around an on-going dramatic idea or through-narrative. The Mademoiselle Mimi Diggers, for example, 

introduced their brand of entertainment to Australian's with a show called Hello Mimi. During the Smart Set Diggers' 

1920 tour of New Zealand the Evening Post expanded on the Adelaide Register's review, recording that the 

entertainment comprised an "up-to-date revue in two acts and twenty scenes" called "The Diggers Dream of Paris and  

London" - with the first act set at the cafe de La Paix, Paris, and the 

second in Persia.
11

 Except for some later tours produced by Holt and 

the Diggers themselves, the troupe's shows were typically presented 

as one half of the entire bill, with the remaining half comprising 

individual vaudeville performances by artists signed to whichever 

management was producing the entertainment. 
 

Reviews published during the troupe's time in Australia and New 

Zealand overwhelmingly indicate that the troupe's five female 

impersonators were the major feature of the Smart Set Diggers 

entertainment. Additional variety was provided by the  fact  that  each  

of  the  five  artists  specialised  in different "female"  types  and 

forms  of performance. The 1921 Theatre article records for example, 

that Charles Holt (the "leading lady") was the soft, sweet-voiced and 

emotive singer who often performed on stage with the company's 

pianist. Bobbie Roberts (the "moulting old maid") and Fred Whitlow 

(the "pantomime dame") both worked along the lines of comedic 

female singers, with Roberts also specialising as a ballet dancer. Tiki 

Carpenter (the "dainty miss") presented artistic dances (particular the 

"toe dance"), as did Ralph Sawyer (the "saucy flapper"). Sawyer's 

other speciality also appears to have been an ability to imitate well-

known dancers - including Ivy Schilling.
12

   
 

One of the most popular dance performances to be staged by the 

company during its early years in Australia and New Zealand was 

Reg McLaughlan's and Ralph Sawyer's take on the Apache Dance - a 

French vaudeville performance in which the male partner aggressively 

(and  even  brutally)  dominates  the  "fearful"  female  partner.
13

 Most  

critics were also impressed by the artistic dressing of the female 

characters, an aspect that was obviously treated with much concern by  

                                                           
10

  "Smart Set Diggers: A Bright Show," 11. See also several quite polarized reviews from the troupe's 1920 New Zealand tour  

in "Additional Quotations" section below. 
11

  "Smart Set Diggers," Evening Post, 9. 
12

  "Month in Vaudeville," 18. See also Feb. 1922, 21. 
13

  The name "Apache" comes from a turn-of-the-century Parisian street gang (not the American Indian tribe). 

 
 

Argus (Melbourne) 4 May 1920, 12. 

https://ozvta.com/organisations-a-l/
https://ozvta.com/organisations-a-l/
https://ozvta.com/troupes-digger-companies/
https://ozvta.com/practitioners-c/
https://ozvta.com/fads-and-fashions/


Holt, whose former career had been as a draper. Indeed a critic from the Register suggested during the troupe's debut 

season in Adelaide in 1920 that he "caused envy among women in the audience by the ease and grace with which he 

wore the latest gowns."
14

 A few days later the Adelaide Mail noted that Holt had even gone do far as have his dresses 

made in Paris by La Fayette.
15

  
 

The Smart Set Diggers' association with J. and N. Tait ended in mid-January 1921, having played seasons in 

Melbourne, Adelaide, New Zealand (the latter in association with J.C. Williamson's Ltd) and Sydney. Following its 

season in the New South Wales capital, the troupe travelled to Brisbane, opening at the Empire Theatre under the 

Fullers' Theatres management. It then continued on the company's Australian circuit, playing return seasons in 

Adelaide, Melbourne and Sydney before undertaking another tour of New Zealand. The Fuller's engagement appears 

to have ended following the troupe's return season in Sydney in December 1921. Apart from an appearance at the 

Nurses Home Ball, held in Sydney on the Prince of Wales Birthday (ca. 24 June), the troupe's movements between 

February and October 1922 are unclear. Indeed, the Diggers' only established appearances during the remainder of 

1922 were undertaken in Brisbane, with a two weeks season for King's Pictures followed by a one night engagement 

at the Savoy Theatre, Clayfield. 
 

Among the musical numbers to feature with much success during the troupe's tour of the antipodes during the early 

1920s were such songs as "The Last Call" (sung by Jock Thompson), "Just Like a Gypsy" (Charles Holt), "Suzanne" 

(Charles Holt), and three songs performed by Ernest Barraclough - "My Baby's Arms," "I Want a Little Boy to Love 

Me," "Little Mother of Mine" and "Shipmates of Mine." Some of the more popular early sketches included "The 

Vamp," "The Schoolroom," "The Bells of St Mary's," "The New Servant" and a burlesque on Camille (with Whitlow 

and Roberts) which was known variously as "The Hereafter of Camille" and "The Death of Camille." 
 

 
 

 Sydney Morning Herald 25 Dec. 1920, 2. 

 
 

1923-1925 
 

In early December 1922 Charles Holt and Ralph Sawyer left Australia, travelling by passenger ship to Java where they 

commenced a tour of the East with the newly formed Globetrotters variety company. The eight-member troupe spent 

almost 18 months following a long-established circuit of colonial outposts with large English-expatriate communities. 

After Indonesia it played seasons in Singapore, Malaya, Thailand and India (1923) and afterwards Hong Kong, China 

and Japan (1924). The movements of the other members of the Smart Set Diggers between December 1922 and 

October 1924 are presently unknown, and indeed it is unclear if the troupe continued touring without Holt and Sawyer 

or disbanded. A photograph of Tiki Carpenter being carried by an unidentified member of the Smart Set Diggers 

appears in the February 1923 issue of  Green Room  (but with no performance details), suggesting that the  troupe may 

still  have touring up until around that time. Several newspapers later recorded that the troupe had undertaken "a tour 
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of the world."
16

 In April 1925 Rockhampton's Morning Bulletin indicated somewhat cryptically that the Diggers had 

"just returned from a world's tour of the Orient."
17

 It is unclear, however, if these reports refer to the Smart Set (minus 

Holt and Sawyer) or the Globetrotters. 
 

Another aspect of the Smart Set Diggers' history which requires further 

research concerns the length of time the original post-war members 

remained with the troupe. Although it is known that Charles Holt, Fred 

Whitlow and Tiki Carpenter were associated with the troupe as late as 

1930, details pertaining to the other members are yet to be forthcoming. 

An example is Roy Glenister, who is known to have been working in 

another company (The Issues) by late 1923, but whose departure date 

from the Diggers is currently unknown.  
 

The Smart Set Digger's first reappearance in Australia (in 1924) may well 

have been its season at the Old Strand Theatre in the inner-west Sydney 

suburb of Leichhardt. Although the West Australian published a number 

of advertisements in December for a forthcoming Perth season by the 

troupe no details have yet been located, and hence the next time its name 

is linked to a theatre is not until February the following year. Similarly 

the Townsville Daily Bulletin records that the company had earlier played 

a season at Melbourne's Lyric Theatre but this is yet to be located.
18

 
 

In February 1925 the troupe played a season at Sydney's Lyric 

Wintergarden for Union Pictures, following this with a one-week 

engagement in Brisbane at the Elite Theatre. This was followed by a tour 

of Northern Queensland, with the itinerary including major centres like 

Rockhampton, Cairns and Townsville, as well as smaller towns such as 

Mt Morgan, Atherton, Mareeba and Ravenshoe. While no details 

regarding who (or which organisation) produced and organised the tour, 

this was in all likelihood undertaken by Charles Holt (with the assistance 

of an advance rep and tour manager).
19

  
 

One of the frequent selling points of the 1925 tour concerned the gowns 

worn by Charles Holt, and reportedly valued at £1,000.
20

 Advertisements 

in several regional newspapers also indicate that the Diggers' shows were 

sometimes supported by a picture programme (usually one or more short 

films). In its March 1925 issue the Theatre published extracts from a 

letter written by Percy Lodge who records that after completing its North 

Queensland tour the Smart Set would be travelling to the East. He also 

notes that the troupe's Australian advance agent was Phil Levarto, a 

former vaudeville artist.
21

 
 

Among the more popular features of the troupe's entertainment package 

around this period were sketches such as "The Egyptian Mummy" and 

"The Girl and the Burglar," along with burlesques of Trilby (with Fred 

Whitlow as Svengali) and A Country Girl. Various excerpts from The 

Belle of New York were presented as was "a potted comic opera called 

"The Girls of Gottenburg." It appears, too, that the troupe's burlesque 

version of Camille was still being staged in 1925. The Morning Bulletin 

(Rockhampton) also records that concerts invariably ended with a two 

minute rendition of "The Last Post."
22

  
 

 

 Cairns Post (Qld) 15 May 1925, 2. 
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  "New Shaftesbury Theatre." Sunday Times (Perth) 7 Dec. 1924, 6. 
17

  "Amusements: Smart Set Diggers." Morning Bulletin (Rockhampton, Qld) 23 Apr. 1925, 5. 
18

  "The Smart Set Diggers." Townsville Daily Bulletin (Qld) 11 June 1925, 3. The Lyric was likely the one at St Kilda. 
19

  Pat Hanna similarly took responsibility for touring the Famous Diggers on a number of occasions. In this respect both men 

would have likely honed their skills in this area in Europe during the war and immediate post-war years.  
20

  "Entertainments: Elite Theatre." Brisbane Courier 11 Apr. 1925, 14. 
21

  Theatre, Society and Home (Sydney) Mar. 1925, n.pag. 
22

  "Smart Set Diggers." Morning Bulletin (Rockhampton, Qld) 27 Apr. 1925, 8. 

 
 

 

 

 
 

Tiki Carpenter in an Eastern 

dance scene (being carried) 

Green Room (Sydney) Feb. 1923, 12. 
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1926-1928 
 

Very few details have yet been located regarding the Smart Set Diggers' 

movements between 1926 and late 1929, apart from appearing in several 

radio programmes for Radio Broadcasters (2BL, Sydney) between 

January and March 1926. There is a suggestion, however, that the troupe 

may have disbanded sometime that year. This is supported by several 

references to Charles Holt which indicate that he had appeared on 

Broadway for some four years prior to returning to Australia in 1929.
23

 

Given that these references are specifically associated with Holt, and that 

he was very much the manager/ producer of the troupe it is therefore 

likely that the Smart Set Diggers did not continue in his absence. 

Attempts to locate the movements of individual members of the company 

(those known to have been associated with it around 1921-22), have not 

yet been fruitful, which suggests that they too may have been working 

overseas for much of that time. 

 

 

 

 

1929-1930 
 

Although the Sunday Times (Perth) reports that the troupe had come "fresh" from a successful season in Sydney and 

was at that time "the most discussed vaudeville company in Australia,
24

 no details of any earlier engagements in the 

eastern states have yet been identified. It is therefore unclear when and where the troupe reformed. The line-up by this 

time included only three of the original members - Charles Holt, Fred Whitlow and Tiki Carpenter, although Fred 

Aston (a member of the troupe ca. 1925) is recorded as having been a performer in one of the war-time concert parties 

(which one is not mentioned). Among the Smart Set's new members were the Tommy and Jimmy Lewola (who had 

just completed a season in Sydney with Union Pictures), Eddie Hill, Ray Kemble
25

 and Doug Louvie.
26

  It has not yet 

been established if any of these new performers, apart from Kemble, were former soldiers. The most significant 

changes, however, were the inclusion of several female performers - Beulah Berson, Dolly Donohue, and Fay Penn - 

and the incorporation of a musical ensemble (the Winifred Walker Orchestra). The Luxor Ballet, which frequently 

drew praise from the critics, is believed to have been formed by local performers.  
 

The Diggers programmes at this time were presenting around 29 items, a number of which dated back to the troupe's 

earliest years in Australia. These included the burlesque scenes from Trilby and The Bells of St Marys, as well as Fred 

Whitlow's recitation of "The Dream Speech" from the Silver King. A West Australian review of the opening night of 

the Perth season reads: 
 

Re-opening the Luxor Theatre, the Smart Set Diggers began a season in Perth on Saturday. Presented by Charles 

Holt, the programme consisted of comedy and character sketches, impersonations, dancing and singing items, the 

company being supported by the Luxor Ballet, who appeared in several ensembles. One of the most striking items 

was a dramatic scene from the opera Trilby, enacted by Frederick Whitlow (Svengali), Charles Holt (Trilby), and 

Doug Louri [sic] (Billy). Of the comedy sketches the two which were received best were "Our Three Sons," with 

Beulah Berson as the mother, Eddie Hill as the father, and Doug Louri and Jimmy and Tommy Lewola as the 

sons; and "Our Police" acted by Charles Holt, Eddie Hill, Doug Louri and Beulah Berson. Other humorous 

interludes were "How Do You Do It," "Our Radio Station," "Touch the Heart," and "The Mind-readers." The 

Mercelles Sisters were seen in several dances, featured items being "Pizzicato Drigo." and "The Wedding of the 

Painted Doll." Musical numbers in the programme were "Glad Rag Doll," "Breakaway," "The Blue Danube," and 

"Jericho." Other performers included "Tiki" Carpenter (character impersonator), Ray Kemble and Fay Penn. This 

programme will be presented nightly this week.
27

 
 

Reviews of the Perth programmes in January 1930 also indicate that Holt and his troupe were presenting second part 

revusicals. Although the term "revue" is used, it is clear that the Smart Set was essentially a revue company anyway, 

and hence the reference appears to have been used to describe something altogether different from shows it had 

previously been staging. The name of one "revue" identified to date is Salvation Sal.
28

 

                                                           
23

  See for example "Luxor Theatre: A Company Coming." Sunday Times (Perth) 15 Dec. 1929, 8. 
24

  Ibid, 8. 
25

  Ray Kemble was a late-career alternate professional stage name for female impersonator Lindsay Kemble. 
26

  See Doug Louvie's entry in the "Personnel" section regarding the various spellings of his name. 
27

  "Entertainments: Luxor Theatre - The Smart Set Diggers." West Australian (Perth) 23 Dec. 1929, 12. 
28

  "Entertainments: Luxor Theatre." West Australian (Perth) 29 Jan. 1930, 22;  and "Luxor Theatre: Smart Set Diggers - Season 

Nearing its Close." Sunday Times (Perth) 26 Jan. 1930, 9.  See also "Historical Notes and Corrections for further details. 

 
 

 

Sydney Morning Herald 13 Jan. 1926, 9. 
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Among the songs presented during the 1929/30 season were: "Louise," "Dance 

of the Wooden Soldiers," "You Were Meant for Me," "The Wedding of the 

Painted Doll" and "My Hero" and "Love's Old Sweet Song" (sung by Beulah 

Berson). The titles of three known musical scenas are: "The Blue Danube," 

"Italian Nights," and "A Night in Spain." A  new  (or possibly  new)  burlesque  

was  "Mothers of the World,"  while other  new sketches  appear to  have 

included:  "Labour 1929; Labour 1950," "On Board Ship" (performed by Holt, 

Hill, Lourie and T. Lewola), "The Mummy Case," "A Game of Hearts" and 

"The Art of Love Making." Another of Fred Whitlow's popular recitations was 

"The Shooting of Dan McGraw," while two popular chorus numbers (presented 

by the whole company were "Memories of Flanders" and "Since She Lives in 

the Navy Yard" 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Following the Perth season the Smart Set Diggers once again seemingly 

disappear from the public record. A search through Trove (the Australian 

National Library's digitised newspapers service) has to date failed to locate 

any further engagements in Australia. This does not necessarily mean that 

the troupe disbanded, as it is quite feasible that it may have played 

engagements that did not require promotion through the major metropolitan 

newspapers - a late 1920s/1930s industry strategy adopted by many smaller 

operators who had other advertising options available for attracting local 

audiences.  
 
 

 
 

 

 

SEE ALSO 
 

•  "Tiki" Carpenter    •  Charles Holt      •  Jock Thompson      •  The Globetrotters    •  Lindsay Kemble  
 

•  Roy Glenister (Sentimental Blokes / The All Diggers Company / Issues Company) 
 

 
 

PERSONNEL 
 

The period of association for individuals associated with the troupe during the war are approximate only, as the line-up changed 

frequently. Only Charle Holt, Fred Whitlow and Ernest Crosby have been confirmed as original members of the troupe.   
 

Rank abbreviations: Pte. = Private • Cpl.  = Corporal • L/Cpl. Lance Corporal • Dvr. = Driver • Sgt. = Sergeant • S Sgt. = Staff Sergeant. 
 

1. Personnel 1917-1919:  Dvr. E. Barkell, L/Cpl. George Castles, Dvr. W. Chisholm, Syd Clutsom, Ernest 

 Crosby,  Cpl. Dawe, Pte. Crossley, Dvr. Felton, Dvr. Ferrant, Fred Heath, Charles Holt, L/Cpl. Alex Howitt, 

 Pte. R.W. Jackson, Cpl. Jack Kirby, Captain Leake, S. Sgt. MacLeod, Pte. R.R. Rowe, R. Summers, Albert 

 Torzillo, Fred Whitlow, Ansel Winston. 
 

 ▪ The company in 1918/19 was managed by Lieut. M. McPhee. 
 

2. Personnel 1920-1930:  Fred Aston (1925, 1929-30), Ernest Barraclough (1921-), Beulah Berson (1929-30), 

 Richard Butler (1920), Roy Capps (1920), Tiki Carpenter (1920-30), George Castles (1920), Hartley Court 

 (1925), Ernest Crosby (1916-1920), Dolly Donohue (1929-30), Roy Glenister (1920-23), Lawrence Harper   

 (1920), George Helsby (1924-25), Eddie Hill (1929-30), Charles Holt (1920-30), Ray Kemble (1929-30), 

 Marshall Lawrence (1925), Tommy Lewola (1929-30), Jimmy Lewola (1929-30), Percy Lodge (1925), Doug  

 Louvie (1929-30), Reg McLaughlin (1920), Henri Mason (1925), Andy Patterson (1925), Fay Penn (1929-30),  

 Bobbie  Roberts (1920), Ralph Sawyer (1920-1925), Jock Thompson (1920-1923), Albert Torzillo (1920 -),  

 Keith Watts (1929-30). 
 

3.   Associated/Guest Performers:  The Mercelles (1929-30), The Luxor Ballet (1929-30), Charles Stephens (1930). 
 

 
 

 
 

Lindsay Kemble (aka Ray Kemble) 

"This Little 'Lady' is Tiki Carpenter, a  

clever female impersonator of the Smart 

Set Diggers at Fullers Theatre Sydney)" 

Fuller News (Sydney) 21 Jan. 1922, 10. 
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4. Associated Practitioners:  Percy Doyle (manager, 1929-30); Madame Levarto (pianist, ca. 1924/25); Phil  

 Levarto  (advance rep, ca.  1924-25); Harry Storey (pianist/comic monologues, ca. 1924-25); Winifred  Walker's  

 Orchestra (1929-30); Ivor Weir (music director, 1920). 
 

5.  Additional notes and/or historical clarification: 
 

•  Fred Aston (aka Astor ca. 1925):  Billed in 1929 as an original member of the Digger Concert Party
29

 and  

 known as "the man with the Melba voice" Impersonated Madame Melba and Gladys  Moncrieff. 

•  Ernest Barraclough: Baritone.  

•  Beulah Benson: "A real live wire." 

•  Richard Butler: Comedian/ragtime singer. 

•  Roy Capps: Comedian. 

•  Tiki Carpenter: Female impersonator /dancer. Described in 1925 as  

 "the only male toe dancer in Australia" and in 1929 as "the male  

Pavlova."  

•  George Castles: Tenor. The brother of soprano Amy Castles. 

•  Hartley Court: Tenor/light baritone. 

•  Ernest Crosby: Comedian. 

•  Charles Holt: Female impersonator/producer/director. 

•  R. W. Jackson: Comedian. 

•  Marshall Lawrence:  "Late of the Melba Opera Co." 

•  Lewola brothers: Specialty dancers. 

•  Doug Louvie: As Doug Louvie's name is spelled variously as  

 Louvie/Lourie/ Laurie, Louri and even Lowie, it  is unclear which  

 is the correct one. For consistency the AVTA uses Louvie.  

•  Percy Lodge: Female impersonator. 

•  Red McLaughlin: Dancer.  

•  Hanri Mason: Specialty dancer. 

•  Andy Patterson: Female impersonator (e.g. Amy Rochelle/children). 

•  Bobbie Roberts: Female impersonator/comedian. 

•  R. R. Rowe: Baritone. 

•  Ralph Sawyer: Female impersonator /dancer. 

•  R. Summers: Ragtime specialist. 

•  Jock Thompson: Basso. He joined the Famous Diggers in 1924. 

•  Albert Torzillo: Harp 

•  Fred Whitlow: Female impersonator/comedian/recitations/character  

Actor. 
 

 

 

ADDITIONAL QUOTATIONS AND ANECDOTES 
 

1920: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

New Zealand: Something very uncommon in the way of elegant vaudeville may be expected in the coming 

visit to Gisborne of the "Digger Aussies" Smart Set Company. Coming with a fine forward reputation the 

company of Australian soldiers known professionally as the Smart Set entertainers will appear for the first 

time here at His Majesty's Theatre on Saturday for a four nights season under the direction of Messrs J. and 

N. Tait. Judging by contemporaneous opinion something much out of the ordinary may be expected in the 

way of bright vaudeville. Judging by the programme offered versatility would appear to be the main object 

ranging as it does from grand opera to the latest ragtime melodies. The entertainment is set in two acts and 

twenty scenes, exclusive of the prologue ("The Dream"). The incidents take place in Paris at the Café de la 

Paix and Eastern  Europe. As to the individual members it is said that no better female impersonator has yet 

been seen in  Australia than Mr Charles Holt, who with Messrs Ralph Sawyer and "Tiki" Carpenter hold up 

the charm of the feminine element. Fine comedians will probably be found in Messrs. Crosby and Fred 

Whitlow, while the vocal strength of the entertainment is mainly in the hands of Mr George Castles and Mr 

Jock Thompson. A great asset to the general success are the admirable harp solos of Mr Albert Torzillo. A 

special feature has been made of the scenic and general stage environment, which are of an unusually lavish 

description. There are no less than 26 performers, all of whom are artists of acknowledged ability. It is said 

that special interest is attached to the costumes worn, those of Mr Charles Holt having been made by the 

famous La Fayette of Paris ("Aussie Diggers: Smart Set." Poverty Bay Herald 23 Aug. 1920, 5). 
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  "Luxor Theatre: A Company Coming." Sunday Times (Perth) 15 Dec. 1929, 8. 

 
 

Sunday Times (Perth) 15 Dec. 1929, 8. 
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1920: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

1921: 

 

 

 
 
 

1925: 

New Zealand: If by comparison we secure standards in music, it must be admitted that the concert provided 

by the Australian "Diggers" at the Theatre Royal last evening was inferior in quality to that provided by the 

New Zealand "Diggers." We say this without fear of being called parochial. The Australian "Diggers" are 

numerically a stronger combination that the New Zealand party, but as artists they are markedly inferior, 

with perhaps the exception of the comedian Mr Fred Whitlow, whose work is just as  entertaining as that of 

Mr Pat Hanna... [if somewhat] less refined. Some of Mr Whitlow's "pointers" while they never failed to raise 

a hearty laugh were, to use the title of one of his sketches, decidedly "over the fence." However, Mr Whitlow 

is a first-class entertainer even if he does resurrect jokes that should have been allowed to remain in peace 

out of consideration of their age. In dramatic work Mr Whitlow showed considerable skill in the scene from 

The Silver King. The company includes four female impersonators who may be rated, as far as make-up is 

concerned as fairly good. But not one is up to Mr Stan Lawson's [Famous Diggers] standard. He [possess] a 

good falsetto voice; they individually or jointly, cannot sing, either in falsetto or natural tones. But their stage 

"graft" was good and their dancing was free and lissom. This was especially noticeable in Mr Tiki 

Carpenter's dancing of "La Fleur." Mr Ralph Sawyer gave proof of his dancing ability in an "Argentine 

Tango." A class of item seldom heard in Ashburton were the two harp solos by Mr Albert Torzillo. Old-

fashioned the harp may be, but its charm is still wonderful and Mr Torzillo  showed what a clever harpist 

may accomplish. He played Braga's "La Serenata" and "Home Sweet Home," the latter with variations. Of 

the vocalists Mr Jock Thomson was the most pleasing. His voice showed signs of the effects of a cold. He 

sang "Annie Laurie" and "Just You and I" to a harp accompaniment, but in both items he  sang very flat and 

thereby spoiled the effect of a pleasing voice, which he certainly possess. The audience would have gladly 

heard more of Mr George Castles, especially after his fine rendering of "La Donna e Mobile." The 

programme was well assorted and included items from comic opera to ragtime. The entertainment was bright 

and  went with a good swing and was enjoyed by a very large audience. The stage effects and costuming, 

especially the dresses of the female  impersonators, were bright and effective. The musical direction was in 

the hands of Mr Ivor Weir, who handled this department from the piano with considerable skill. Since the 

"diggers" first went on tour the orchestra has been much curtailed ("Australian Diggers." Ashburton Guardian 4 

Nov. 1920, 3). 
 

Brisbane: Smart Set Diggers who are at the Empire Theatre for a brief season have proved themselves one 

of the most highly successful of all those "concert parties" which owed their origin to the A.I.F. They 

appeared at the Front, and in the more congenial atmosphere of London, Brussels and Paris, and were at all 

times considered to be the rivals of "The Anzac  Coves" - the corps theatrical organisation ("Music and 

Drama." Brisbane Courier 22 Jan. 1921, 12).  
 

Rockhampton (Queensland): The Smart Set Diggers, who opened a season of three nights in the Tivoli on 

Saturday night, met with a wonderful reception. At half-past 7 o'clock the "Standing Room Only" signs were 

in evidence and at 7.45 all the ticket boxes  were closed as the theatre was crowded. The most notable 

features of the entertainment were the marvellous female impersonations by Messrs Charles Holt and Andy 

Pattison. It was a great pity that the company were only allowed an hour for the performance, as they had to 

cut down their programme to complete it in time ("Smart Set Diggers." Morning Bulletin 27 Apr. 1925, 8). 
 

 
 

Advertiser (Adelaide) 5 Mar. 1921, 12. 
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1929: 

 

 
 
 

1929: 
 

 

Perth: The star attraction with the Smart Set Diggers is Charles Holt, also the [director]. Holt holds his own 

as a female  impersonator, and wears costumes that are insured for £1000. Among the best numbers he is 

seen in with the opening programme of the Diggers is "Glad Rag Doll," in which all take part ("Luxor Theatre: 

New Company's Opening - First Week's Programme." Sunday Times 22 Dec. 1929, 19). 
 

Perth: "Tiki" Carpenter is a drawcard in "her" self. Tiki was with the original company that toured Australia 

and New Zealand with Sir Harry Lauder, and has mastered every step of ballet and toe dancing ("Luxor 

Theatre: New Company's Opening - First Week's Programme." Sunday Times 22 Dec. 1929, 19). 
 
 

HISTORICAL NOTES AND CORRECTIONS 
 

1. The West Australian refers to Charles Holt in 1929 as an "American."
30

 
 

2. There is still some confusion over the issue of the revues/revusicals staged by the troupe in January 1930. While 

 the Sunday Times records that Salvation Sal, "a special revue" in two scenes concluded the programme,
31

 the West 

Australian records: "Among the items rendered are a revue entitled 'Salvation Sal,' and also 'An Issue from 

Maoriland'."
32

 The wording here does not make it clear if the second item was also a revue or something else (e.g. 

a sketch). 
 

 

ENGAGEMENTS CHRONOLOGY 
 

1920: J. & N. TAIT Melbourne (Playhouse Theatre; 15 May - 9 July) •  Adelaide (King's Theatre; 10-30 July) •  

  Adelaide (Port Adelaide Town Hall 31 July) • New Zealand (Dominion tour; ca. Aug. - Nov.) • Sydney 

 (Playhouse Theatre; 27-31 Dec.). 
 

       ▪  Playhouse (Melbourne) closed between 16-18 May. 
 

       ▪ The New Zealand tour was produced in association with J.C. Williamsons Ltd). The itinerary incl.  Wellington (Grand  

  Opera House; 14-21 Aug.) • Gisborne (His Majesty's Theatre; 28 Aug. -) • Greymouth (Opera House; 22 Nov. -). 

 

1921: J. & N. TAIT Sydney (Playhouse Theatre 1-15 Jan.) ►  FULLERS' THEATRES Brisbane (Empire Theatre;  

  22 Jan. - 25 Feb.) • Adelaide (Majestic Theatre; 5-24 Mar.) • Melbourne (Bijou Theatre; 26 Mar. - 22 Apr.)  

  • Sydney (Fullers' Theatre; 30 Apr. - 1 July) • Wellington, New Zealand (Grand Opera House; ca. Oct/Nov.)  

  • Sydney (Fullers' New Theatre; ca. 23-31 Dec.). 
 

1922: FULLERS' THEATRES Sydney (Fullers' New Theatre; 1 Jan. - 3 Feb.) ► NURSES HOME BALL Sydney  

  (ca. 24 June > Prince of Wales Birthday) ► Brisbane KING'S PICTURES Ltd (Majestic Theatre; 7-20 Oct.) ►  

  Brisbane (Savoy Theatre Deluxe, Clayfield; 25 Oct. > one night only). 
 

1922-1924:  The Sunday Times (Perth) records in December 1924 that the troupe had recently returned to Australia  

  after having "concluded a tour of the world."
33

 The Morning Bulletin (Rockhampton) also records in April  

  1925 that the troupe had "just returned from a world's tour of the Orient."
34

 
 

     ▪  Charles Holt and Ralph Sawyer toured the East with The Globetrotters between Dec. 1922 and ca. Apr. 1924. 
 

1924: Mr MADDELL Sydney (Old Strand Theatre, Leichhardt; ca. Oct.). 
   

1925: UNION THEATRES Sydney (Lyric Wintergarden; 21 Feb. -  ca. Mar.) ►  no details Brisbane (Elite  

  Theatre;  11-16 Apr.) ► CHARLES HOLT
35

  New South Wales (regional tour; ca. Mar.) • Queensland  

  (regional tour; ca. Apr. - June). 
 

          ▪ The New South Wales tour incl. West Maitland (ca. 9 Mar.). 
 

            ▪ The Queensland tour reportedly incl. Rockhampton (Tivoli Theatre; 25-28 Apr. > in association with Tivoli and  

  Arcadia Theatres) • Mt Morgan (ca. Apr/May) • Cairns (Hibernian Hall; 16-20 May) •  Ravenshoe • Herberton •  

  Atherton • Malanda • Tolga • Mareeba (School of Arts; 29 May) • Cairns (Hibernian Hall, 30 May > return visit) •  

  Townsville (Stanley Theatre, 13 - ca. 23 June). 
 

      ▪ The North Queensland tour was reportedly made en route to the East (ctd. Theatre Magazine Mar. 1925, n. pag.). 
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31

  "Luxor Theatre: Smart Set Diggers - Season Nearing its Close." Sunday Times (Perth) 26 Jan. 1930, 9. 
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33
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34

  Amusements: Smart Set Diggers." Morning Bulletin (Rockhampton, Qld) 23 Apr. 1925, 5. 
35

  Holt is yet to be confirmed as the producer/promoter of this tour.   
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1926: The Smart Set Diggers presented entertainment on Sydney radio station 2BL radio at least twice between  

  January and the end of March.
36

  
 

     ▪  It is presently unclear if Charles Holt was with the troupe for the 1926 radio broadcasts. 
 

1926-1929: The troupe may have disbanded for a period, possibly up to four years, while Charles Holt was working  

  in New York. 
 

1929: Sydney (no details)
37

 • WESTRALIAN VAUDEVILLE Ltd  Perth (Luxor Theatre; 21-31 Dec.). 
 

1930: WESTRALIAN VAUDEVILLE Ltd  Perth (Luxor Theatre; 1 Jan. - 7 Feb.). 
 

 
 

Daily Bulletin (Townsville, Qld) 9 June 1925, 3. 
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