
THE TOWN TOPICS [2] 
 

aka Maloney & Black's Town Topics / Maloney & Black's Costume Comedy Co /  

The Black & Maloney Comedy & Operatic Co 
 

The first Town Topics troupe played a record-breaking engagement at John N. McCallum's Cremorne 

Theatre, Brisbane, between August 1919 and May 1922, and then disbanded a month later following a short 

Queensland tour for Birch and Carroll. Between November 1923 and May 1924 comedians Billy Maloney 

and Elton Black, revived the concept in Adelaide for J.C. Williamson's. The new venture similarly offered 

high class variety entertainment, and featured former Town Topics [1] stars Arthur Aldridge, Alice Bennetto, 

Glanmore Jones, Percy McKay, and Claire Lloyd (1924 only), along with Maloney and Black. New 

engagements included Ernest Lashbrooke, Peggy Peate, Conrad Charlton, Walter Vernon, Vera Cornock, 

Biddy Raye, and Rosie Bowie. The company disbanded after a short Sydney season in May/June 1924.  
 

In March 1919, Brisbane-based entrepreneur John N. McCallum secured the services of Walter Johnson as the director 

for a new entertainment package he was planning for the Cremorne Theatre's 1919/1920 summer season. The venture 

was to represent a marked change in direction by McCallum, in so far as it not only involved a much bigger company 

but also one that had more experience in the areas of musical comedy, opera, and pantomime. The company, which 

they named the Town Topics, did marvellous business at the Cremorne until 18 May 1922 and then undertook a short 

tour of regional Queensland.
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Mail (Adelaide) 10 Nov. 1923, 12. 
 

The following year Billy Maloney and Elton Black, two of the principal comedians and creatives from the Town 

Topics, arranged with J.C. Williamson's Ltd to revive the concept in Adelaide  over the 1923-24 summer. The venue 

chosen was at the Gardens Theatre. Located in the grounds at the rear of the Jubilee Exhibition Building on North 

Terrace, the area had been popularly used for al fresco entertainments since the late-1880s. Huxham's Serenaders had 

played the Gardens the previous summer with much success, but in the lead up to the Town Topics season, the 

Williamson's management decided to give the venue some much-needed attention. The Register noted in this respect: 
 

Extensive alterations have been made to the stage, particularly in regard to the lighting and with other 

innovations, and the structure is being brought up to date, with a large proscenium opening, rendering it equal 

to the Theatre Royal. Therefore, much more ambitious productions may be expected than ever before...
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      Above: Map of the North Terrace Institutions, 1926 (Exhibition  

             Building second from right - circled) 

      Top Left: Exhibition Building, ca. 1885 

      Bottom Left: Exhibition Building at night, 1926 

                                                           
1
  Harry G. Musgrove's Tivoli Frolics followed the Town Topics, opening at the Cremorne on 20 May 1922. 

2
  "Town Topics: J.C. Williamson's," 12.  

 Source: State Library of South Australia. 
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With the local newspapers building the excitement through a combination of journalistic pieces and Town Topics 

publicity, reservations for the opening night far exceeded the seating plan. By the morning of the opening, 24 

November, Williamson's management was forced to make significant changes: 
 

The booking is so extensive that Mr. Herbert Myers, organizing director, has been obliged to extend the 

seating accommodation. Another thousand reserved seats will be available at Allan's until noon to-day, later 

at the Candy Store. Even when these are occupied there will still be scope for thousands to promenade on the 

terraces, lawns, mounds, and sidewalks, for which a nominal entrance fee is being charged, and it should be 

remembered that the slightest sound on the stage is audible all over the extensive Exhibition premises and 

garden plots.
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The Town Topics' season opened with a line-up comprising artists from the previous incarnation - Arthur Aldridge, 

Alice Bennetto, Glanmore Jones Percy McKay, and Claire Lloyd; along with seasoned performers Rosie Bowie, 

Ernest Lashbrooke, Peggy Peate, Biddy Raye and Walter Vernon. The chorus/ballet of six became known as the 

Garden Girls. Among the prominent members of the audience were His Excellency the Governor and Lady Bridges, 

the Premier, the Lord and Lady Mayoress, and several members of the State Ministry.
4
 Reviews of the performance 

indicate that the massive crowd, reportedly around 4,000 people,
5
 was treated to a combination of songs ranging from 

popular to sentimental and classical  (and performed  as  solos, duos,  trios,  quartets,  with  or  without  chorus) - 

dances, comedy routines and sketches, specialty acts, operatic excerpts, and musical scenas (in later weeks there was 

even the occasional farce). The Advertiser records, for example, that the first part of the opening night performance 

closed with a spectacular finale entitled "The Midnight Cabaret." The writer records that "the scena resolved itself into 

a battle royal with streamers between the chorus and the audience [and that the] lights at interval time revealed a paper 

ribbon-covered crowd which had to unwind itself from a maze of ribbons before it could partake of cool 

refreshments."
6
  

                                                           
3
  "Stage, Filmland, and Vaudeville." Saturday Journal (Adelaide) 24 Nov. 1923, 24.  

4
  "Town Topics." Advertiser (Adelaide) 26 Nov.1923, 13.  

5
  "Attractive Frocking," 3. 

6
  "Brilliant Success," 3. 
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Two features of the entertainment to catch the attention of 

both the public and the local press were the mixed quartette 

(Alice Bennetto, Arthur Aldridge, Biddy Raye and Percy 

Mackay), and the male octette (Arthur Aldridge, Glanmore 

Jones, Ernest Lashbrooke, Billy Maloney, Conrad Charlton, 

Elton Black, Percy Mackay and Walter Vernon). The 

programmes were also given a complete change of content 

each Friday night, with a break from the usual fare between 

21 December and 3 January courtesy of a revival of Elton 

Black's 1920 pantomime Cinderella.  Interestingly it was 

also given a reprieve on December 25 when a special one-

night-only Christmas entertainment was presented. What is 

surprising about programme presented, however, is that it 

included no traditional festive material, despite it being 

presented on Christmas Day. As a weather fail-safe 

management announced that the show would move indoors 

to the Exhibition Hall in the event of rain. 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Maloney and Black's Cinderella production was described by many Adelaide 

critics as lavish and spectacular, no doubt a result of J.C. Williamson's input, 

while the decision to stage the pantomime outdoors was considered an 

innovative. The revival featured songs from the earlier production, along with 

up-to-date material, including new original incidental music written and 

arranged by the Town Topics' pianist, Bennett Mack. The show also boasted a 

new and extensive lighting design, along with some 700 costumes. The 

engagement of additional cast members reportedly allowed more than 50 

people to appear together on at least one occasion. Local paper, the News, 

records, too, that among the new performers were former members of Billy 

Maloney's Sunshine Kids.
7
 One notable feature introduced into the revival was 

a "Russian Dance," performed by Rosie Bowie and a very young Bobbie 

Helpman.
8
  

 

 From the start of the company's seventeenth week Williamson's began 

announcing the Town Topics' last nights at the Garden Theatre, although this 

was not slated to occur until 5 April. While the shows continued to attract 

large audiences it was apparent that the colder nights were drawing ever 

closer. Still, the Register noted in its 17 March issue that attracting a crowd 

was yet to be an issue:  
 

So many people tried to gain admission at the Exhibition Gardens on Saturday evening, that a great number 

were disappointed in the matter of seating accommodation. Indeed, many stood on the terrace or sat on the 

steps at the rear of the Exhibition Building.
9
  

 

After closing at the end of its nineteenth week at the Garden Theatre, the company 

took a week's break and then transferred indoors to the Theatre Royal, opening there 

on the 12
th
. Interestingly Royal season marked the first change of personnel to affect 

the Town Topics during its entire stay in Adelaide. The newcomer was soubrette 

Claire Lloyd, who had been a member of the Brisbane-based Town Topics in 1920 

and 1921. She was also Billy Maloney's wife, the two performers having married in 

high-profile celebrity-wedding in Brisbane in 1921. It was reported that this was 

Lloyd's Adelaide debut.
10

 

 

                                                           
7
  "Spectacular," 9. 

8
  Bobbie Helpman later became internationally known as dancer, actor, chorographer  

and director, Sir Robert Helpmann. 
9
  "Town Topics: Exhibition Gardens," 3. 

10
  It is presently unclear as to why Lloyd did not appear with the Town Topics during its  

19-weeks at the Garden Theatre. 

 

News (Adelaide)  

24 Dec. 1923, 2. 

 
 

Register (Adelaide) 21 Dec. 1923, 2. 

 

Saturday Journal (Adelaide)  

12 Apr. 1924, 24. 
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The Theatre Royal engagement, which was initially announced as a two 

week season, continued for an additional three weeks before eventually 

concluding on 19 May. The Register notes that the second last show 

(Saturday 17
th
) comprised a typical set programme, while the Monday 

entertainment took the form of a gala evening. This allowed their many 

friends and admirers to nominate items they wanted to see again. Each 

performance was presented before a full house.  
 

Less than a week after the final Adelaide show, the Town Topics made its 

debut at Sydney's Palace Theatre under the management of J. and N. Tait. 

The seeds for this engagement had been sown back in mid-February when 

John H. Tait and Sir George Tallis (chairman of directors, J.C. 

Williamson's Ltd) travelled to the South Australian capital to expressly to 

observe the company.
11

 Maloney and Black's company opened at the 

Palace the night after the Sydney Repertory Society ended its dramatic 

season there. 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Reviews from the opening week were largely positive. The Sydney critics tended to assess the entertainment, however, 

as being a little passé or quaint. The consensus appears to have been that while the Town Topics were undoubtedly a 

huge success in Brisbane and Adelaide, its shows lacked the originality and pizzazz of a top flight "big-smoke" variety 

show. The Referee critic wrote of the opening night, for example: 
 

The Town Topics, without any striking originality, provides three hours of solid amusement, and what more 

can one ask? Particularly when the prices are at such a popular figure. There are songs and dances, a clever 

ventriloquial act (by Walter Vernon), musical interludes and a colourful finale entitled, "Maoriland." Billy 

Maloney and Elton Black are the popular pair who lead a host of clever and well-known artists. Elton Black 

gets applause for Lauderish songs, and Billy Maloney never misses with songs and patter, being ably assisted 

in the latter by his pretty partner, Claire Lloyd. Arthur Aldridge (unfortunately not at his best owing to a 

cold) is the tenor, Ernest Lashbrooke the comedian, and Peggy Peate (a former Tivoli favourite) is the 

soubrette. Altogether a very happy little show.  
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  "Town Topics," Daily Herald (Adelaide) 16 Feb. 1924, 2. 

 
 

News (Adelaide) 19 May 1924, 2. 

 

 
 

"These are the smiling countenance of Billy Maloney and Elton Black,  

of the Town Topics, who arrived by the Melbourne express today." 

Evening News (Sydney) 22 May 1924, 1. 

 

 
 

Daily Telegraph (Sydney) 22 May 1924, 11. 
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Perhaps unsurprisingly, the least impressed was the Bulletin's Sydney theatre critic, who noted that the show was 

essentially "a re-hash of songs popular for the last year or more and gags that are moth-eaten here and there." The 

writer did express some favourable comment, however, proposing that it was nevertheless "bright" and went "with a 

swing" - a factor that was "all to the credit of the young men and women who make the songs and turns as good as 

new."
12

 Interestingly, the Town Topics' shows were widely referred to by the Sydney press as a "vaudeville" 

programme, when in fact it was not presented in vaudeville format at all, but rather along "costume comedy" variety 

entertainment lines.
13

  
 

The Palace Theatre season, which ran for two weeks (24 May- 6 June)
14

 proved to be the finale for both the Town 

Topics and the Maloney and Black partnership.
15

 A week after the final show Black sailed for home on the Aberdeen 

passenger ship Demosthenes, remaining in the United Kingdom for almost two years. Maloney went on to form a new 

company, Billy Maloney's Scandals, with the nucleus of the troupe comprising former Town Topics artists such as 

Arthur Aldridge, Conrad Charlton, Rosie Bowie, Claire Lloyd, and Biddy Raye. 
 
 

SEE ALSO 
 

•  Elton Black •  Billy Maloney    •  Garden Theatre  (Adelaide)   • Cinderella (1920)   
 

•  Town Topics [1]  •  Billy Maloney's Scandals 
 

 

ADDITIONAL QUOTATIONS AND ANECDOTES 

 

1923: 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

1924: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

1924: 
 

 

 

As is customary with J.C. Williamson attractions - where the firm spare no expense to make the attraction the 

best that can be procured - the talented Town Topics, as organized by Messrs Billy Maloney and Elton Black, 

which is this year's offering for their popular Garden Theatre (Exhibition Grounds), comprises a company 

distinctly  out of the ordinary. After having performed for up to three years at Brisbane's open-air resort [the] 

Town Topics comes with a big reputation for success. Their farewell night in the Queensland capital was 

mentioned by the local press as being one of the most enthusiastic farewells in the history of that city ("Town 

Topics at Garden Theatre." Register 21 Nov. 1923, 12). 
 

Adelaide: Mr. Billy Maloney is the only member of the Town Topics Company who makes use of the ramp 

which runs around the orchestra, and proved so immensely attractive at the opening of the Garden Theatre. No 

other attraction in Australia has attempted anything of the kind, and the enterprise of Messrs. Billy Maloney 

and Elton Black in this respect is the more admired. However, if used for no other purpose than to permit of 

the brilliant ventriloqual act of Mr. Walter Vernon being brought into closer touch with the audiences, its 

existence is well deserved. Few if any of those present would otherwise think it possible to throw the voice as 

he does, without revealing the slightest lip movement other than his all pervading smile. Walter Vernon is a 

great ventriloquist and a great artist, for he sings, elocutes, and acts brilliantly ("Stage, Filmland, and 

Vaudeville." Saturday Journal 19 Jan. 1924, 24).  
 

Sydney: Vaudeville enthusiasts are always attracted by a programme that contains the name of Billy 

Maloney; hence the crowd that filled the New Palace on Saturday. But Billy, clever as ever, did not have it all 

his own way, having to share the public's appreciation almost equally with Elton Black - "The Drop o' Scotch" 

- whose Harry Lauder style, plus a great deal of native wit and real ability as a comedian, resulted in his being 

repeatedly recalled. There was some very fine concerted singing, too, including the sextette from Lucia da 

Lammermoor, and a most extravagant sketch entitled "The Musical Restaurant." Solos, all in good hands, 

dances, and a ventriloquial act by Walter Vernon make up a most enjoyable programme ("Music and Drama" 

Sydney Mail 28 May 1924, 13).  
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     Bulletin (Sydney) 29 May 1924, 34.  NB: For critiques of the Bulletin's anti-variety theatre bias see Clay Djubal. "What Oh 

Tonight: The Methodology Factor and Pre-1930s Australian Variety Theatre" (2005 Ph D, Chapter 5); and "Looking in All the 

Wrong Places; Or, Harlequin False Testimony and the Bulletin Magazine's Mythical Construction of National Identity, Theatrical 

Enterprise and the Social World of Little Australia, circa 1880-1920." (Mixed Bag. Australian Variety Theatre Archive, No 3).   
13

  The term "vaudeville" has not been located during the research phase for this biography in any reviews or articles relating to 

the Town Topics in any Brisbane or Adelaide newspapers between 1919 and 1924. Even the term "variety" is only loosely applied 

as a descriptive of the entertainment, and then rarely. It is presently unclear why the Sydney press erroneously viewed the 

entertainment package as "vaudeville." For an insight into the "vaudeville show" as staged in Australia during the early-twentieth 

century see the AVTA's Genres section . 
14

  The Town Topics were followed by a one-week season of the drama Madame X (starring Muriel Starr). 
15

  The pair had reportedly been associated in one way or another for some nine years (ctd. "Maloney and Black," 7.) 
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"Footlight Flashes."   Saturday Journal (Adelaide) 1 Dec. 1923, 24-25.  
[Town Topics-related pars only] 

 
 

ENGAGEMENTS CHRONOLOGY 
 

1923: J.C. WILLIAMSON'S in association with Maloney and Black Adelaide (Garden Theatre; 24 Nov. - 31 Dec. < as 

  Maloney and Black's Town Topics Co) 

1924: J.C. WILLIAMSON'S  association with Maloney and Black Adelaide (Garden Theatre; 1 Jan. - 5 Apr. < Maloney and  

  Black's Town Topics Co) • (Theatre Royal, Adel; 12 Apr. - 19 May < Maloney and Black's Town Topics Co) ► J. & N.  

  TAIT (Palace Theatre, Syd; 24 May - 6 June < Maloney and Black's Town Topics Co) 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/199235709


HISTORICAL NOTES AND CORRECTIONS 
 

1.  Elton Black and Billy Maloney are believed to have first worked together in the Elton Black-Kate Howarde 

 Revue Company (ca. 1915-1916). 
 

2. Following the end of Pat Hanna's Famous Diggers engagement at the Cremorne Theatre, Brisbane, 

Owner/manager John N. McCallum employed Colin Crane as producer and gave him the task of quickly putting 

together a new company.
16

 Although conceived and promoted by the Cremorne management as the Topics of 

1925, the company was occasionally referred to newspaper reviews (particularly those published in the Brisbane 

Courier) as "the Town Topics." These were very likely errors on the part of the journalist(s). While some former 

members of one or both of the 1919-22 and 1923-1924 Town Topics companies were engaged (including Nell 

Fleming), the 1925 venture should be considered entirely new and unrelated.  
 

 
 

Critic (Adelaide) 17 May. 1924, 9. 
 

 

PERSONNEL 
 

1.  Principal troupe members incl. Arthur Aldridge (1923-24), Alice Bennetto (1923), Elton Black (1923-24), Rosie  

 Bowie (1923-24), Conrad Charlton (1923-24), Vera Cornick (1923-24), Glanmore Jones (1923-24), Ernest  

 Lashbrooke (1923-24), Claire Lloyd (1924), Percy McKay (1923-24), Billy Maloney (1923-24), Peggy Peate  

 (1923-24), Biddy Raye (1923-24), Walter Vernon (1923-24); the Garden Girls (ballet/chorus, 1923-24), the City  

 Four (1923-24). 
 

 NB: Arthur Aldridge, Alice Bennetto, Glanmore Jones, Percy McKay, Claire Lloyd, Elton Black and Billy Maloney also  

 appeared with the first Town Topics Company. 
 

The Garden Girls initially comprised: Rosie Bowie, Dolly Le Vier, Nellie Tudor, Ida Fielder, Dolly Dormer, and 

Phyllis Ruston. For the Cinderella pantomime the chorus was reportedly Nellie Tudor, Dolly Dormer, Phyllis 

Ruston, Alice Waxman, Jessie McLean, and Irene Franklin.  
 

NB: Rosie Bowie also often appeared as a feature artist in the shows  
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  Dora Warby replaced Crane as producer later in the year. 
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2.  Production team/musicians incl. Selwyn Armstrong (scenic artist ca. 1923-24), Stanely Baines (flute, 1923-24),  

 Elton Black (director 1923-24), W.R. Cade (violin/conductor, 1923-24), Elford Mack (cello, 1923-24), Bennett  

 McKenzie (pianist/music director/music arranger, 1923-24), Billy Maloney (director, 1923-24). 
 

3. Additional notes and/or historical clarification: 
 

•  Arthur Aldridge: English tenor. 

•  Alice Bennetto: Soprano. 

•  Elton Black: Scottish comedian/director. 

•  Conrad Charlton: Baritone. 

•  Vera Cornock: Contralto. 

•  Glanmore Jones: Christian name is sometimes spelled Clanmore and  

Glenmore. 

•  Ernest Lashbrooke: Comedian. 

•  Billy Maloney: Comedian/director. 

 •  Elford Mack:  Cellist. Became principal cellist for the Melba Grand Opera 

   Company in 1924. 

 •  Percy McKay: Basso. Surname is sometimes spelled Mackay. 

•  Biddy Raye: Soubrette/dancer. 

 •  Peggy Peate: Soubrette.  

•  Walter Vernon: Ventriloquist. 
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