
TOM ARMSTRONG 
 

(ca. 1882-1925) Once described as a 'whimsical comedian,
1
 Tom Armstrong carved out a career in vaudeville 

that lasted more than thirty years. Best known for his stage partnerships with Nat Phillips, Priscilla Verne, 

Mabs Howarth and June Rose, he toured the USA (1903-1909) and Great Britain (1916-1923) in addition to 

his Australasian engagements. Because much of his time was spent overseas, his achievements as an 

Australian entertainer have never been accorded the level of recognition that some of his peers have since 

received. However, Armstrong's frequent billing as a headline act and the more than generous reviews he 

garnered whenever touring Australia indicate that he ranked alongside the best comedy/sketch performers 

ever to originate from the country. The Theatre Magazine drew attention to this in 1915, when it noted that 

Armstrong's delivery was so produced yet so easy and unforced that it carried to audiences in a manner 

greatly superior to that of his peers.
2
 Although his Australasian touring was primarily undertaken on the 

Fuller’s vaudeville circuit he has been linked to William Anderson, George Marlow, Holland and St John, 

Birch and Carroll and Dix-Baker.  

 

Born in New Zealand ca. 1882, Tom Armstrong's
3
 first appearance on the 

professional stage was at age nine when he was employed by John F. Sheridan to 

play Pete in Uncle Tom's Cabin at the Garrick Theatre, Sydney (later the Tivoli 

[1]). In a 1915 interview with the Adelaide Mail
4
 he recalls that he was paid a 

salary of 7/6 a week, "with extras if the leading lady developed a thirst." At the 

end of the season Armstrong joined a small vaudeville company as a singer, 

touring regional New South Wales until he got sick of not being paid. After 

returning to Sydney he secured a position with Mrs Montague Turner in Carmen 

at the Lyceum. Unfortunately it was the second production of the season, and 

played for only five nights. "During that period I received the magnificent sum of 

5/ which works out at a shilling a night. However, the leading lady was kind, and 

gave away 3d every night to the boy who secured the rope she tare over the 

bridge when she escaped in the play." 
 

Armstrong followed his opera engagement touring with company that followed 

the agricultural shows, singing about 28 songs (mostly ballads) over 14 

performances a day and doing little odd jobs around the tents. Once again, 

however, he found himself being paid whenever the management felt inclined. 

After four weeks he decided he'd had enough and returned with "his cheeks 

sunken in like a Bengal razor" to Sydney where it was suggested that he would 

make a good jockey. He soon afterwards found himself exercising horses at the 

stables of William Flannery. During the three years he was with the trainer he 

also rode, but after the last of "about five smash-ups" he decided that singing was 

a better career option.
5
   

 

Through his horseracing connections
6
, Armstrong was able to secure an engagement at the Temperance Hall with a 

company run by Tom Daly. He later toured the smalls of Victoria with a vaudeville troupe, which included "among 

other now well-known artists Billy Williams and Foreman and Fannen." When the tour finished four weeks later he 

joined the Harry Cogill's Musical Comedy Company. "The first production was In Town, in which I was cast as the 

bell boy. I had no experience in acting then, so I told the manager. 'Never mind,' he said, 'you just learn your lines, and 

say them just as you would if you were talking to me' I was the success of the piece, and can safely say that I will 

never be such a sensational success in any other piece as I was in In Town."
7
 Armstrong remained with Cogill's 

company for three years, playing parts in such as Grimes in A Bunch of Keys; Willie Chase in Stranger in New York; 

Willie Grow in A Trip to Chinatown; and Doodles in The Brook."  
 

Armstrong's next engagement was with the Valdares troupe, performing an aerial act, singing descriptive songs, and 

performing dances which he'd learned from the Coghill Brothers. At the conclusion of the season with the Valdares he 

and another member of the company, Nat Phillips, formed a double act which saw Armstrong play comedy to Phillisp 

straight singing and talking. One of their recorded engagements in early 1903 was with Ted Holland's Polite 

Vaudeville Company, appearing with the troupe both in Brisbane and on tour through regional Queensland. A review 
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in the Launceston Examiner of that same year records that their appearance at the Empire Theatre was enthusiastically 

applauded, with the comedy sketch "Good Pals," proving clever and entertaining.
8
  

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

Sydney Morning Herald 9 Aug. 1902, 2. 

 

 

Sydney Morning Herald 6 July 1896, 6. 

 

By mid-1903 Armstrong and Phillips had decided to try the more lucrative US vaudeville circuit, leaving via Sydney 

on 28 September that year with the sum of 6/ in ready cash between them. "From the outset we were successful," 

recalls Armstrong.
9
 While no details regarding their US engagements have yet been located it appears that they 

remained there for about two years before deciding to go their own ways – with Phillips immediately teaming up with 

Daisy Merritt and Armstrong soon afterwards forming a partnership with Priscilla Verne. The former wife of Charles 

Hugo (Hugo's Buffalo Minstrels), Verne's name has first been identified with the Australian variety industry as early 

as 1882. After divorcing her husband in 1892, she found engagements with Dan Tracey, Harry Barrington, the Empire 

Minstrels, and Harry Rickards, and also spent some two years with various companies in Perth (1896-98). She left 

Australia with her own company in 1901, possibly for the USA.  
 

Although the earliest known Armstrong and Verne engagement (to date) was a show in Illinois in late- January 1906, 

it is possible that they had been performing earlier than that. Over the next 12 months or more the act built a solid 

reputation touring both the US and Canadian vaudeville circuits.  
 

 

 
 

 

Illinois 

Billboard (New York City, USA) 27 Jan. 1906, 12. 

 

 
 
 

Billboard (New York City, USA) 28 July 1906, 11. 

 

  

In a review of the current programme at San Francisco's Orpheum Theatre in December 1906, critic James Crawford 

devoted considerable space to Armstrong and Verne, writing: 
 

Ella [sic] Verne serves as a 'feeder' to Tom Armstrong in their unnamed 

offering... Armstrong and Verne no sooner open their respective mouths and 

speak than the superfluousness of billing them as 'The Australian Comedy 

Duo' becomes apparent. They manage to keep "h" in its proper, places, but 

the rounded 'a' betrays their nativity. 'Daon't maike an anneouncement of 

thawt clawss,' Miss Verne admonishes Mr. Armstrong when he attempts to 

address the audience. Most of their jokes, although of unmistakable British 

coinage, elicit, hearty laughter - which may be regarded as something of a 

joke itself. The biggest laughs, however, are provoked by quips that are 

spiced with Americanism, such as 'strawberries come and strawberries go, 

but prunes are with us forever.' In an imaginary telephonic conversation with 

John D. Rockefeller the male comedian says: 'I encountered a great surprise 

today. (pause).  Yes: I picked up a magazine and your portrait wasn't in it. 

(laughter). It was The Tonsorial Review.' More laughter from folk who know 

of Mr. Rockefeller's baldness and are aware of what 'tonsorial' means. The 

resultant volume of mirth might be increased by the comedian substituting  

Hair Dressers Gazette for the title he employs. Some people would rather 

lose a chance to laugh than expose ignorance of any definition contained in 

Webster. Mr. Armstrong has a quaint comedy method and a voice well 

adapted to the requirements of vaudeville.
10
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As Armstrong and Verne they built a solid reputation in America and Canada over the next four years. Among the 

reviews identified to date are the following: 
 

Winnipeg Tribune (Winnipeg, Canada) 15 May 1906, 7: Armstrong and Verne give an interesting act 

terminating in an enactment called "The Zanzibar Zulus." But the most pleasing part of this comedy duo was the 

white face opening, wherein was presented a couple of topical songs, some witty dialogue, and a little step 

dancing, eliciting much applause. The shield and assegai [aka spear] forms an essential part of a Zulu equipment, 

even in a love scene, hence the passionate love expressions of the primitive savage are in a sense minimized. 

Still it was a novel and agreeable [sensation] upon the vaudeville stage. 
 

Truth (Salt Lake City, USA) 22 Sept. 1906, 7: In Armstrong and Verne, tho English comedy duo, tho Orpheum 

presents a couple with the record of [illegible] weeks with The Land of Nod and eight months solid as second 

comedian and comedienne at the Chicago Opera House.  
 

In 1907 the pair made a return to Armstrong's homeland, New Zealand, having secured a lengthy contract with John 

Fuller (Snr). They opened their Dominion tour in Auckland on 9 March, continuing through until the 1908 New Year. 

Interestingly both performers were described as "Americans," at the start of the tour. In its review of their opening 

performance the New Zealand Herald records: 
 

A packed house witnessed the weekly change of programme at the Opera House on Saturday night. The artists 

making their first appearance were Mr. Tom Armstrong and Miss Priscilla Verne, comedians. They were a 

decided acquisition, and their American songs and catchy sayings caused much amusement. A couple of their 

parodies were loudly applauded, especially one on the song "Rocked in the Cradle of the Deep." Their turn was 

in fact full of wit from the commencement, and amongst their equipment on the stage was a tent, labelled 

"Private swearing tent," a home-made motor ear and a telephone. Mr. Armstrong won considerable applause 

with a clever step-dance.
11

 
  

Armstrong and Verne returned to the USA after completing the New Zealand tour, remaining there for some 15-16 

months.  
 

 
 

San Francisco Call (California, USA) 2 Mar. 1908, 3. 
 

In mid-1909 the pair returned to New Zealand for another extended tour, and again under the management of the 

Fullers. After arriving in Wellington on 15 December the pair, along several other imported artists, opened at the 

Theatre Royal three nights later. The tour continued through until June the following year, after which time they 

travelled to Australia.  
 

During their last two years together, Armstrong and Verne secured engagements with James Brennan, Harry Rickards, 

and William Anderson among others, and also undertook a return tour of New Zealand for the Fullers. By late-1912, 

however, their relationship was on the wane, a matter that appears to be the result of Armstrong's increasing 

infatuation with the much younger Australian soubrette Mabel "Mabs" Howarth. According to Armstrong the pair had 

first met in Adelaide in 1911 and he had determined then to marry her. The marriage eventually happened in late 

January 1913 in the same city. Howarth at the time was appearing with George Stephenson's Wanderers. The Mail 

newspaper publicised the event a few days later with a photo-spread and interview.
12

  
 

Armstrong and Howarth debuted their act at Perth's Shaftesbury Theatre on 21 April 1913 and later toured Australasia, 

largely for the Fullers, with original musical sketches like "A Foolish Fool" and "Back Bush Flat." Both performers 

also featured in William Anderson's panto-extravaganza, The Land of Nod (King's Theatre, Melbourne) at the end of 

the year. Interestingly Armstrong had appeared in a US production of that show a few years earlier. In 1914 

Armstrong and Howarth signed with the Brennan-Fuller organisation and over the next two years toured the 

company's Australasian circuit, presenting an act that comprised original sketches, patter, duets and dancing. Much of 

the material, including the songs, was written by Armstrong. On several occasions the Fullers also leased them out to 

other firms, notably Holland and St John, Birch and Carroll, and Dix-Baker. One of their final engagements in 1916, 

prior to leaving for Britain, saw them play the lead roles (Bill Doherty and Nellie Mills) in George Marlow's two-act 

musical revue You're the One. Although the Theatre Magazine was rather critical of Armstrong's "old jokes," it 

nevertheless acknowledged him as the comedy star of the revue.
13
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Although Armstrong and Howarth's whereabouts between 

September 1916 and January 1924 remain sketchy, Armstrong 

and Howarth reportedly spent most of that time touring Britain. 

They are known to have been performing at Bristol's 

Hippodrome in November 1917 and were contracted to the 

L.F.N. circuit in 1921. In a letter to Australian Variety dated 

London, 9 November 1917 (it was published in the 11 Jan. 

1918 issue) Armstrong indicates that he and Howarth were 

booked to the end of 1919 on the Stoll Moss circuit. He 

mentions the Victoria Palace and Coliseum, London, and also 

indicates that they had received an invitation to appear before 

the Queen in December. An article about Armstrong that was 

published in several New Zealand newspapers in 1924, further 

records: 
 

During the past seven years Mr. Armstrong has been 

touring England playing in vaudeville and revue. In 

England he was specially selected for the provincial 

tours of "Rockets'1 to play the part created by Charles 

Austin, the big revue which has been staged in Sydney 

and Melbourne by Hugh J. Ward.
14

 

 

 
 

 

 

Armstrong and Howarth came back to Australia in January 1924. The return was reportedly necessary due to 

Armstrong's poor health. Howarth appears to have retired from performing at this time and as a consequence 

Armstrong establish a new act with Australian soubrette June Rose. As with Armstrong's previous partnerships the 

entertainment comprised either a feature comedy sketch and/or song, dance and patter routines. After playing 

Brisbane, Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide the pair toured New Zealand from May until August when Armstrong was 

hospitalised in Wellington with pleurisy. No further engagements have been found prior to Armstrong's death on 9 

March 1925. He was aged only 43. 
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Theatre Magazine (Sydney)  

May 1915, 27. 
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Armstrong and Howarth 

Australian Variety (Sydney) 1 Sept. 1915, front cover. 
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SEE ALSO 
 

•  Nat Phillips •  Armstrong & Phillips   •  Priscilla Verne 
   

• Armstrong & Howarth   • Mabs Howarth 
 

 

ADDITIONAL QUOTATIONS AND ANECDOTES 

 

1910: 

 

 
 

1915: 

 

 
 

1915: 

 

 
 

1915: 
 

Melbourne: Tom Armstrong and Priscilla Verne have entered upon their last week. They have had a run of 

seven weeks, during which they have introduced new song and comic turns, and have boon warmly 

applauded for their versatility ("Gaiety Theatre." Age 8 Aug. 1910, 11). 
 

Tommy Armstrong's voice is so produced that it carries well. Easy and unforced is how you would describe 

his production. There are comparatively few performers in vaudeville of whom the same thing can be said 

(Theatre Magazine Aug. 1915, 28). 
 

There is a lot of individuality in Tommy Armstrong's work. His funny, thick-tongued way of speaking has 

become quite his own. Have you noticed, too, how Mr Armstrong turns the 's' into a 'z' and the final 't' into an 

's' (Theatre Magazine Sept. 1915, 50). 
 

Tommy Armstrong has naturally an easy, correct production. What he was born with it has taken other 

singers years and years to acquire; and some of them - the great majority, one might say - have never 

succeeded in acquiring at all (Theatre Magazine Sept. 1915, 55). 
 

 

HISTORICAL NOTES AND CORRECTIONS 
 

1. A par published in 1928 in the Sunday Times (Perth) column "Peeps at People" erroneously records indicates that  

 Armstrong had died in New Zealand "some ten years ago" (29 Apr. 1928, 14). His death notice in the Sydney 

 Morning Herald (11 Mar. 1925, 14), in which he is described as "late of Fullers' Theatres" provides  contradictory  

 evidence. 
 

ORIGINAL POETRY 
 

n. yr.  "Wasted Life, A."    Publication details unknown. [See: Nat Phillips Collection, Fryer Library, The University  

   of Queensland - UQFL9; Box 9)  
 

 

ORIGINAL COMPOSITIONS (Published) 
 

♪ = Published score available online. Unless otherwise noted these are available courtesy of the National Library of Australia.  

All other scores are held by the NLA but not yet given online access. 

Words and music (or music) by Tom Armstrong unless otherwise noted.  

 

  1906:  "In the Shade of My Bungalow"   (Armstrong/Matthews) Featured in William Anderson's musical  

     extravaganza The Land of Nod.  
♪  1910:  "After the Dance is Done"  

♪    "Rose of Honolulu"   

  1911:  "Just as the Church Bells Chime" 

"Zambesi: An African Love Serenade"  

♪  1912:  "Leonora; Or, That Dreamy Honolulu Rag"  

    "Basuto" ["the very latest jungle intermezzo"] 

♪ ca. 1912:    "Love's Rhapsody" 

♪  1913:  "Love's Rose"  

♪ ca. 1913:  "Only the Leaf of a Rosebud"   

♪  1915:  "Mother of Men"   

♪  1916:  "Anzac (Australian-New Zealand Army Corps)"
15

  

♪     1926:  "The Waltz of Love (Come Let Us Dance)"  
(Armstrong/Dyson)  [Two editions available] 

 n/e:  "Come Let Us Dance" 
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  Score available through Monash Collections Online (Monash University).  
 

 

Armstrong and Howarth 
Theatre Magazine (Sydney) Oct. 1915, 55. 
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Tom Armstrong, who plays the part of 'The Man in the Moon,' in The Land of Nod, at the King's Theatre. 

Public Opinion (Melbourne) 8 Jan. 1914, 13. 
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