
HARLEY COHEN 
 

(1892-1971) Harley Cohen first came to prominence in 1916 when his song "They Were There, There, 

There" became a hit for Peter Dawson on the Tivoli circuit. The song had been written while he  

recovered from wounds received at Gallipoli. Later that year Cohen co-founded the Gallipoli Strollers, a 

troupe of wounded veterans which toured Australia through until the early-1920s. His solo turns largely 

comprised songs and monologues that he had written himself.  
 

The second youngest of seven children, David Harley Victor Cohen was 

born in Sydney on 28 October 1892.
1
 He undertook his education at Fort 

Street Boys High (Petersham)
2
 and Sydney University. During the early 

1910s he studied drama and elocution under Stella Chapman and Douglas 

Ancelon,
3
 and was reportedly a prominent member of the Randwick 

District Football Club.  
 

After graduating from university Cohen planned to pursue a pastoral 

career, but soon afterwards abandoned this in order to join the Australian 

Imperial Forces (A.I.F.). At his enlistment on 17 August 1914 he gave his 

occupation as clerk. After completing his training Cohen embarked with 

the 4th Battalion from Sydney aboard H.M.A.T. Euripides on 20 October 

1914. Three days later his name appeared on an honour list for Australian 

Jewish service personnel published in a local Jewish newspaper. In relation 

to his military service, the Australian War Memorial records: 
 

Cohen took part in the landing on Gallipoli and subsequent battles as part of 

the campaign on the Peninsula. He was hospitalised in May 1915 with 

tonsillitis, but rejoined his unit a month later. He was wounded on the first 

day of the battle of Lone Pine, an injury that ultimately resulted in the loss 

of his sight in one eye. He was repatriated to Australia in September 1915, 

and claimed a pension of £26 per annum. Of this incident, Cohen said in an 

interview published by the Sydney Morning Herald, "My wounds … well, 

I've a piece or two of shrapnel in my right eye, and I've got a mate who has 

lost his left eye, but when we linked arms and used our two good eyes, we 

were all right."
4
 Cohen arrived back in Australia on 19 October 1915.  

 

In "Men of the Dardanelles," the Sydney Morning Herald records, too, that a 

week or two before being wounded Cohen had volunteered with four others 

to go forward and draw Turkish fire at a critical moment. Three of the men 

were killed.
5
  

 

During his overseas service Cohen wrote a number of letters that were 

published in both the Theatre Magazine and Sydney Morning Herald. In 

these he provided insights into the Gallipoli campaign. He also reportedly 

wrote poetry. One of his poems, written while recuperating in Sydney in 

late-1915,
6
 was soon afterwards set to music early the following year by Bert 

Rache. The song, "They Were There, There, There" was given its public 

debut at a Tivoli Theatre matinee on 23 March 1915 courtesy of Peter 

Dawson. An instant hit, it turned Cohen into a celebrity, and he went on to 

write the words for many more songs over the coming years, quite a few of 

 which were published by companies such as W.H. Paling, W.J. Dean and D.   

Davis. Among those first performed, and/or published, during the war years 

were "The Dawn of a Perfect Day," "Women, You Have Nobly Done Your 

Share," "Thoughts of Eventide," and "His Photo." In addition to Rache, 

Cohen's collaborators included Jules Barnard and Marsh Little (who 

famously wrote "The Boys of the Dardanelles").  

                                                           
1
  See "Historical Notes and Corrections" (1) below re: Cohen's parents. 

2
  "Old Fortians' Dance." Sydney Morning Herald 21 June 1941, 7. 

3
  See, for example "Ancelon-Chapman Recital" Sydney Morning Herald 8 May 1914, 10. See also "Historical Notes and 

Corrections" (2). 
4
  "Interviews with the Men," 12. 

5
  "Men of the Dardanelles, 14. The article notes that Cohen was a grandson of the late Montague Levey of Wynard Square. 

6
  Some newspapers reported that the lyrics to "They Were There" had been written during Cohen's time in the trenches, but no 

evidence has been identified to confirm these claims. In this respect they were likely invented for publicity purposes. See for 

example, "Soldiers' Matinee." Sun (Sydney) 22 Mar. 1916, 8.  
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Courtesy of the National Library of Australia. 
 

Well-spoken and personable, Cohen made numerous public speaking engagements after returning to Australia, 

including the Tivoli circuit, recounting his exploits and the bravery of those he had served with. Mixing humour with 

pathos he recalled, for example, his stay in hospital with eleven other soldiers - the "Glad-eye Company" -  who 

between  them had  only 13 eyes.
7
  He also  became a  popular choice for several  companies as  the face  and voice for 

their advertisements, including Dr Sheldon's New Discovery (coughs and cold 

remedy) and G.W. Hean's popular essence Heenzo. 
 

In late-1916 or early-1917 Cohen joined with several other wounded soldiers 

to form a variety troupe that was initially called the Anzac Concert Party. It 

eventually became the original Gallipoli Strollers [1].
8
 As one of the Strollers' 

star performers his solo turns largely comprised songs and monologues, most 

of which he wrote himself. Cohen's Australian war memorial entry notes, too, 

that he recited two of his own poems at an Ancelon–Chapman recital in 

Sydney in May 1917 to "well deserved applause." 
 

Cohen married Aileen Lily Flynn at St Mary’s Cathedral, Sydney, on 12 April 

1922. The couple had three children: Douglas John (1922-), Kathleen Deborah 

(1923-), and Phillip (1926-). Aileen died on 21 September 1927 at Sydney. 

Three years later Cohen married Ada Emily Griffiths at Annandale in Sydney. 

The couple were living in the suburb of Haberfield at this time. They had one 

son, Harley James Cohen.  
 

 

 

In 1942, Cohen composed the patriotic war song "Swingin' Along the Road to Victory," which became popular with 

performers and the public alike. Cohen's songs from the 1940s also include: "Bravo, Sons of the Air (ca. 1940), 

"You'll Forget the Bad Times (When the Good Times Come Along)" (1943), "The Crocodile Polka: Community 

Action Song and Dance (1950). The latter was arranged by Rex Shaw. In 1945 his "So Long Molong" was one of six 

songs selected for the finals of the Australian Composers' Contest."
9
 One of the people he collaborated with during the 

1940s and 1950s was Will Osborne.  
 

It is estimated that by 1954, Cohen had written more than seventy songs. Among his last known works were "The Old 

Town Ring's With Gladness" (a tribute to all the mothers who had lost sons in the Second World War) and "Because I 

Love Australia." The latter won a National Anthem competition and all proceeds were dedicated to the Partially 

Blinded Soldiers’ Association. Harley Cohen died at Newtown in Sydney on 4 September 1971. He is buried in 

Sydney's Rookwood Cemetery.  
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  Theatre Magazine (Sydney) Feb. 1916, 44. 

8
  Another troupe with the same name has been identified as being active in Western Australia around the same period. 

9
  'So Long Molong.'" Molong Express and Western District Advertiser (NSW) 2 Mar. 1945, 8. 

 
 

   

Brisbane Courier 7 Sept. 1918, 14. 
 

https://ozvta.com/industry-misc-1/5/
https://ozvta.com/troupes-digger-companies/
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article140867212


SEE ALSO 
 

•  Gallipoli Strollers [1]    
 

 

 

ADDITIONAL QUOTATIONS 
 

1• Sydney: Private Harley Cohen, who was wounded at Lone Pine, with the 4
th
 Battalion, is the author and composer 

 of the new patriotic song, "They Were there, There, There," introduced at the Tivoli Theatre on Thursday at the 

 [Hugh] McIntosh invitation matinee to a thousand returned soldiers. Mr Peter Dawson was the singer, and made 

 bright use of his opportunity whilst the zest with which the audience joined in the chorus showed that the soldier-

 composer had hit the mark ("New Music." Sydney Morning Herald 25 Mar. 1916, 8). 
  

  NB:  The writer is incorrect in claiming that Cohen wrote the words and music to "They Were there, There, There." The music was in  

   fact composed by Bert Rache.  
 

2.     "I'll never forget the coolness of those midshipmen kiddies," remarked Private Harley Cohen, 4
th
 battalion, who 

 lives at Randwick, "on the night of the first landing which I was in. It was an awful time, and the worst of it was 

 seeing the poor boys being killed in the boats before they had an opportunity of striking one blow for Australia 

 and the Empire. The boats came ashore - those that reached it - each in charge of a midshipman, who stood up. 

 tiller in hand, to see where we were going. Talk about nerve, they are it. Lots of them, not older than 14 years, and 

 yet calmly carrying out their duties, with shrapnel [turning] the water into foam all around them, as steadily as if 

 they were in a regatta. I am not surprised that some of them gained the V.C. They all deserved it." 

     "My wounds," went on Private Cohen, "well I've received a  piece or two of shrapnel in my right eyes, and I've 

 got a mate who has lost his left eye, but when we linked arms and  used out two good eyes, we were all right. We 

 landed on the Peninsula at 9 o'clock in the morning of April 24, and rushed through the scrub into the firing line. 

 Men were dropping like skittles, and as an officer was 

 yelling for someone with a knowledge of first aid and 

 no one answered, I chipped in, and did a bit of it. 

 When I'd bandaged up a few of the worst cases I resumed 

 the job I went out there for, and that was to give the 

 Turkish  first-aiders some work to do. The Turks  seemed to 

 have screened themselves so thoroughly that we could not 

 see them and volunteers were called to go out and locate 

 them. Sergeant-Major Johnson, Privates Penman, 

 Tanner, Steenson, Meale and myself volunteered, and 

 crawled out into the enemy's country in Indian file on a 

 chance of locating them. Curiously enough, though the 

 ground was continually swept by machine guns, not one 

 of us was hit, and when we gained a bit of a ridge, 

 where we could observe things we found we had no 

 water. I was sent back for it and to report and then 

 returned to the observation point. On the way back I 

 noticed one of our wounded, who must have been left 

 as the first crowd of boys swept forward in that wonderful 

 charge, directly on landing.  I could not pick him up then, 

 as my mates needed the water badly, but coming back my 

 mates picked him up and got him safely into our lines in 

 spite of the fact that by rising and carrying him they faced 

 almost certain death. Steenson and Meales have since been 

 killed, and their bravery on this occasion should not be 

 forgotten" ("Interviews with the Men: Praise for Navy." Sydney  

 Morning Herald 20 Oct. 1915, 12). 
 
 

HISTORICAL NOTES AND CORRECTIONS 
 

1. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Harley Cohen's siblings included Walter, Geoffrey and Oliver. A sister, whose married name was Goodman, 

died in Sydney in 1928.
10

  His parents were Victor and Deborah Cohen (née Levey). One of the original life 

members of the Sydney Cricket Ground and the first life member of the New South Wales Cricket Association, 

Victor Cohen also organised the first Department of Home Affairs under Sir William Lyne, and served as a 

commander in the Royal Australian Navy before the First World War.   
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  "Obituary: Mrs W.H. Goodman." Sydney Morning Herald 20 July 1928, 8. 

 
 

Argus (Melbourne) 30 June 1916, 5. 
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3. 

 

 

 

 
 

4. 

Cohen's entry in the Australian War Memorial website, citing an unsourced review, records: "He gave an 

'excellent' performance in the role of Mark Antony in a passage taken from Shakespeare's play Julius Caesar as 

part of a Douglas Ancelon- Stella Chapman recital at St James' Hall in Sydney on 2 April 1914." The entry also 

goes on to note that "several weeks later [Cohen] received second place in the Australian Recitation category at 

the Tenth Sydney Eisteddfod.  
 

A number of Cohen's songs during the 1940s were published with the spelling Cohan. These are not linked to the 

Cohen songs in the National Library of Australia (NLA). It is unclear if the change in spelling was an error on 

the  part of the printers or if Cohen instigated the changes himself. While several notices published by Cohen 

family in the Sydney Morning Herald in 1951 do retain the original spelling, the NLA catalogue attributes the 

song "You'll Forget the Bad Times" to Harley Cohan (as a self-published score). 
 

The advertisement (below) for Heenzo's Coughs and Colds remedy appeared in select newspapers around 

Australasia in mid-1918. See for example: Mirror (Sydney) 12 July 1918, 4; and Chronicle (Adelaide) 21 Sept. 

1918, 40. 'Arry, the author of "Forgiveness - For the Strollers," was a pseudonym for Henry Lawson. 
 
 

 

 
 

Auckland Star (NZ) 17 Aug. 1918, 17. 
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5. 

 

 

A Daily Telegraph report on the 1952 New South Wales Liquor Royal Commission identifies Victor Harley 

Cohen as one of the people who gave evidence. At the time Cohen was an office with the Auditor-General's 

Department ("Judge Clears Police Official." Daily Telegraph 21 Mar. 1952, 7). 
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 Harley Cohen in 1941.  

Photo by R. Donaldson.  

Courtesy of the State Library of New South Wales. Additional photos are held in the Collection  

Sheet music images courtesy of the National Library of Australia. 
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