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DOWLAIS
Portable & fit-up theatres
Travelling theatres were frequent visitors to Dowlais from the 1840s onwards. Among the earliest was a visit
from a Mr Norman’s company of strollers who played a few weeks at Dowlais, starting on December 17th
1840. The travellers had previously performed for a season at Merthyr and a one-night stop at Tredegar. It is
not known where they performed – possibly in a barn or in a room in a local pub.
From the 1880s onwards portable companies were almost annual visitors. Among the portables known to have
performed are:
The Victoria Theatre : This is advertised in 1880, but little else is known. It is possible this was a permanent
building, the Victoria Hall, and was used by a fit-up company. If so, then this same building might have been
converted some thirty years later into the Victoria Electric Theatre. (See further comments below)
The American Pavilion: this was Miss Beale’s company who played in February and March 1884, and
returned several times over the next decade
John Noakes’s Star Theatre - Seasons were played in early 1885 and again during the autumn of 1894
Hartley & Henley’s Phoenix Theatre played a season at the end of 1885, meaning there were two separate
seasons that year, each one lasting a few months. These were certainly quite big affairs, since during their
Dowlais season Hartly & Henley advertised for a band-leader, suggesting the company employed at least six
musicians to accompany their shows.

ODDFELLOWS HALL
1878
1882
1907
1910
1916

Opened
Became the town’s major theatre and variety venue
Showed its first films
Mostly used for cine-variety
Mostly used film shows with no live acts
In many ways similar in aims to the numerous Welfare
Halls and Institutes that developed through the mining
community, the Independent Order of Oddfellows had a
much older history of serving the community. The
premises in Dowlais were used for all manner of functions
– even at one point using the cellars as a temporary
synagogue for the small Jewish community in the area.
Its use for public entertainment and theatre shows was
established from the earliest days, and it was well-equipped
with a flat-floor auditorium and a decent-sized stage.
Initially the performances were of a “refined nature”,
including such items as 1881’s “musical entertainment by
Mr Walcott and Miss Huxley of the London Royal
Polytechnic”, but soon afterwards the Hall was offering
shows like Hagues Minstrels, the Kingsley Bellringers in a
variety bill, the touring Provincial Comedy Company, and
Andy Merrillee’s All-Female Minstrel Show. (This allfemale company played Dowlais prior to leaving the
country for a three month Continental tour. During the
Dowlais week Mr Merrilees placed an advert in The Stage
for “Female minstrels (not too black), several young and
good looking Lady Dancers, Clog, Boot, Skipping Rope,
etc. Three months certain. All fares paid there and back.
Boat sails on Saturday. . .”
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Other entertainments included the Calder and O’Beirne’s English Opera Company, and touring musicals like “The
Slave Girl”. (In 1885, with just five hours notice, Alice Sinclair had to take over the title role in the “Slave Girl”
at the Clarence Theatre, Pontypridd due to the illness of Ada Mellon. The show moved to Dowlais two days later,
where her performance was acclaimed.)
The Oddfellows Hall presented plays such as “The Face at the Window” with Guinevere Shilton; the mindreading act of Dr and Madam Vint; The Napiers, billed as “acrobatic grotesques and musical ball experts” and
The Moody Manners Opera Company. In 1907 the Hall ran an extended film season under the showman Leon
Vint, and then was leased to local businessman Will Stone, who was already the proprietor of the Hippodrome,
Tonypandy. Will Stone was on his way to building a circuit of cine-varieties through the valleys, and was able to
attract a better class of performer because he could offer several consecutive weeks of engagement at his various
properties. Within the next five years he would also build the Palace Theatre in Dowlais, and would concentrate
cine-variety at that venue, using the Oddfellows Hall exclusively for films.

PALACE THEATRE / PALACE CINEMA
1913? Opened
?
This was under the ownership of Will Stone for
at least twenty years, starting as a cine-variety
in 1913. It seems to have concentrated on
variety acts during its early years, with films
playing a smaller part of the evening’s
entertainment.
There were a considerable
number of weeks, certainly until the end of the
Great War, when it seems the Palace was used
for straight plays and the occasional
pantomime.
Some of the acts which played Dowlais (and
later Will Stone’s other venues: the Palace
Pontycymmer, the Treorchy Theatre and the
Tonypandy Hippodrome) were Lestree, the
Lightning Juggler; McChord’s Performing
Dogs; the famous strongman and woman,
Grosvenor McChord’s Performing Dogs
Vulcana and Atlas; and Doctor Raymond, the
hypnotist and mind-reader. Plays like “East Lynne” and “Charley’s Aunt” and pantomimes like the 1915 “Babes
in the Wood” proved to be highly popular with local audiences.
More information is required on what happened to this venue.

Victoria Electric Theatre / Victoria Cinema
1911 Opened as Victoria Electric Theatre
1940s Known as the Victoria Cinema
1962? Closed
Around 1880 there is mention of performances being given in the Victoria, Dowlais. It is not clear if this was a
portable theatre visiting the town, or whether these performances were given in an existing building. The Victoria
Electric Theatre opened in 1911 showing a mix of films and live entertainment, and it is referred to as the Victoria
Hall in an advert in 1916 (when the manager is named as T.W. Bowen). Since nearly a decade had passed since
the death of Queen Victoria, it seems an odd choice of name for a new building. The addition of the word
“Electric” is clearly an attempt to claim how up-to-date the new premises are, so one likely suggestion is an
existing Victoria Hall was converted for cine-variety use in the 1910s. However, there is also the possibility it
was a new purpose-built cine-variety , and there is a reference in 1911 to the “New Picture Hall” in Dowlais.
Further research is needed.
An old recollection of the Saturday morning film-shows for children recalls “There was old Rees with a 12 foot
cane controlling the rowdy front rows to sing I'm forever blowing bubbles before the matinee started on a
Saturday morning in the Victoria cinema.”
It operated as the Victoria Electric Theatre up to the end of the
1930s, but was advertised as the Victoria Cinema from the 1940s onwards. It closed at the end of the 1950s or the
first years of the 1960s.
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EBBW VALE
Portables and Fit-Up Theatres
John Noakes’ Cambrian Theatre
This played a season from September to December 1882, and then returned the following year for a further
season starting in October 1883.
Hartley’s Portable
In June 1883 Mr Nat Hartley was advertising for “a Gent for heavies, Juveniles and a few useful people. Terms
shares, house checked” for a summer season in Ebbw Vale.
The American Pavilion
This played from November 1885 to the following February under the management of Miss H. Beale. There
were further visits in 1897 and again in 1908, at which time it was advertised as “Mrs Orton’s American
Pavilion”.
Ebley’s Portable
There were regular visits from Ebley’s Portable, one of the earliest being in April 1887
Will Haggar’s Castle Theatre
Haggar’s portable played several seasons in Ebbw Vale, notably in the summer months of 1890, 1901 and 1904
Queen’s Theatre
An advert in The Stage is April 1892 says: “Wanted known: Mr Hector Audreys, proprietor and manager of
the Queen’s Theatre, Ebbw Vale, Mon, wishes to thank the following ladies and gentlemen of his company for
the kind mark of their favour in presenting him on the occasion of his 33rd birthday with a handsome set of 18
carat gold link and studs, a massive silver pencil and toothpick case, and a beautiful shamrock breast pin; also
wishes to acknowledge their kindness in presenting Mrs Hector Audreys with a magnificent brilliant brooch set
in solid silver. (There follows a list of 18 names.). No further details have been found, and it is thought this
would have been a portable theatre playing a season in Ebbw Vale.
Mr Case’s Grand Theatre
This portable played a season of stock starting in April 1893
The People’s Theatre
This visited in the winter of 1894, opening in January under the control of a Mr W. Trew.
Prince of Wales Theatre
Johnson’s Prince of Wales played the winter season from January 1908 and then again from March 1910.

MARKET HALL
1884 Opened
1936 Demolished and replaced with a new Plaza Cinema
The Market Hall, built in 1884, was a
typical Victorian undertaking
intended to provide the community
with a venue for political meetings
and public entertainment such as
boxing and roller skating, as well as
being used for Council Meetings. It
was also fully licensed for theatrical
and other performances and contained
a stage claimed to be “91ft in length
and 58ft wide (40 ft in the clear) and
will hold about 2000 people.” At the
time of its opening it pointed out to
touring theatre companies that the
population of Ebbw Vale was
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around17,000 and the hall was within 3 minutes walk of the L& NW and GWR stations.
Pantomimes were an annual feature: the first few years played “Cinderella”, with Dick Carter in the role of
Spiteful and Pantaloon; the Haggar company’s “Aladdin”; and Stigant & Hale’s “Little Bo Peep”. Comedies
included “Muldoon’s Picnic”, more serious plays included the Ben Greet Company in “Sign of the Cross”, and
novelties such as Poole’s Diorama were regularly featured.
In 1912 the Ebbw Vale Market Company decided to give up independent management, and offered the Hall on
a five year lease to interested commercial managers. However, increasing competition from rival businesses in
the town, the explosive growth of the cinema industry and manpower shortages caused by Great War meant the
Market Hall gradually declined in its use and its appeal. Around this time part of the hall was adapted for use as
a cinema and was managed by the Ebbw Vale Theatres Ltd. However, with its wooden benches (later replaced
with wooden tip-up seats) and its entry doors at the screen end, causing latecomers to interrupt the view of
those already seated, it was not the ideal venue for cinemagoers. It was also relatively small, holding just 550
seats. In 1936 the building was demolished and replaced with a purpose built cinema.

CENTRAL HALL / PALACE THEATRE
1885
1898
1900
1902
1909
1912
1924
1958

Opened
Some renovation and safety upgrading
Declared bankrupt
New management
Name changed to Palace Theatre by 1909
Cinema equipment installed
Major renovation and remodelling
Closed

The Central Hall, with a seating capacity of 2,200 and a stage area of
35ft by 20ft opened in May 1885 in Church Street. Twelve years later
the main hall was upgraded, losing 200 seats but gaining several
safety features: it now contained two entrances and five exits, and
was provided with three of the most approved fire-extinguishing
hydrants. At the start of the new century it placed an advert seeking
to purchase “a real good cinematograph (with sheet and all accessories
complete). Also a quantity of up-to-date lantern slides with effects.
Send absolute lowest price to George Fenton, Central Hall, Ebbw
Vale.” But this attempt to boost business did not succeed, and just
three months later, in May 1900, the business was declared bankrupt,
and the premises put up for auction.
The auction notice stated that the sale came with certain advance
contracts for some shows, and with sitting tenants in the four shops.
(The four shops were let as follows: No 1 to Messrs A.J & W. Hill for
£20 a year; No 2 to Alfred Williams for £15 p.a; No 3 to Mr Ball for
£15 p.a.; and No 4. to Mr Zearchi, £18 p.a.. The Lesser Hall had
agreed occasional occupation by the Ebbw Vale Perfect Thrift
Building Society, the Independent Order of Good Templars and the
Rational Friendly Society, at the aggregate yearly rentals of £14.10s.)
By 1910 the Hall, by now known as the Palace Theatre, had changed
ownership yet again. This time it was leased by Ernest and James
Tilney, two brothers who owned a timber-merchant business in
Abertillery. The Tilneys had recently bought the Pavilion Theatre in
Abertillery and were expanding their theatre interests, offering a
package deal for shows to visit both their venues. (Just occasionally
over the next few years an announcement would claim someone was
appearing at the “Pavilion, Ebbw Vale” .
This was a
misunderstanding because it was booked jointly with the Pavilion in
Abertillery.)
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They got off to a shaky start. Within six months of
taking over the Palace they were sued for damages in
the Monmouth Assizes.
The touring manager,
Stanley Carlton, sued for losses incurred when the
Tilneys cancelled his week at Abertillery. The show
had played a week at Ebbw Vale and was booked to
play the following week at Abertillery, but the
Tilneys cancelled the booking because the show was
not up to standard, with amateur performances,
scrappy scenery, dreadful costumes, and not the
“high-quality” show which had been promised.
However, Mr Carlton claimed the Tilneys had had a
more profitable offer for the second week, and had
offered £10 as compensation for cancelling the
contract. When Mr Carlton said he would need £30
to cover the cancellation the Tilneys changed their
story and claimed the show was of an inadequate
standard. The magistrates believed the Carlton
version and awarded him £30 damages.
The Tilneys appear to have run the Palace for ten
years, booking such shows as “Naughty Ninette”,
F.R. Benson’s Shakespeare Company, and variety
bills with Elsa Carmela, “the English Nightingale”
and Dolly Harmer. (Five years later Dolly Harmer
would begin a famous partnership with Wee Georgie
Wood, as “mother and son”, and would become one
of the famous names in Music Hall until her death in
1956)
One of the Palace’s biggest successes was the 1910
production of “For Wife and Kingdom” : “It is one of the best staged and best-dressed dramas that have visited
Ebbw Vale for a considerable time. The sensation is in act three, where the crossing of the Forest of Althea is
shown by means of the American blood mare running at great speed with a revolving stage.” The company of
Messrs H. Glenville and Fred Osmond must have toured their own revolve – so it was clearly a very big
undertaking, and illustrates that the Palace was one of the most important theatres in the area.
In August 1924 the Palace underwent a major remodelling under new management. It was now the only
remaining live theatre in the town. The stage area was greatly enlarged and the seating capacity reduced. The
opening week advert stated: “Wanted known: Palace Theatre, Ebbw Vale, opening in October, Seats 1000.
Stage 40 by 60. Pop 36,000. Call on another 30,000 immediate district. Only Theatrical and Variety House.
Companies, Combinations and Revues Wanted. H. Victor Davis.”
Over the next few years the Palace presented a range of live shows including “Stunts of 1924”, The Dunstan
Shakespearean Company, “Happy Days” and Dr Walford Bodie’s “Fun on an Ocean Liner”. In March 1927
Edward Dunstan gave a special matinee of “David Garrick” and scenes from “Macbeth”, the whole of the
proceeds being handed to the Cwm Disaster Relief Fund
However, the arrival of the talkies forced a change. The Palace came under the control of Ebbw Vale Cinemas
Ltd, and from now on was known as the Palace Cinema. Over the years it did stage the occasional live show:
in 1938 it was The Great Levant in “How’s Tricks”, in 1940 the pantomime “Red Riding Hood” with Eddie
Black (Simple Simon), Gordon Norville (Dame Trott), and Bert Cecil (The Wolf); and in January 1953 Burton
Lester’s Midgets.
In 1958 Ebbw Vale Cinemas Ltd was taken over by the Jackson Withers Circuit. The new owners decided to
keep it closed in order to avoid competition with their other cinemas, the Astoria and the Plaza, both of which
closed by the end of the 1960s. The Palace was once again considered for use as a cinema, but, more than a
decade of non-use meant the Palace was pigeon infested, rain-damaged and not economically viable for easy
restitution. It gradually fell into complete dereliction and was finally demolished at the end of the 1980s.

Ebbw Vale 6

CORONET THEATRE
1901 Opened
1904? Closed
The Coronet Theatre opened on August 5th 1901, with Messrs Marston and Buckstone as owners, and Warwick
Buckland as the resident manager. The Coronet Theatre (Ebbw Vale) Company Ltd was incorporated in
1902.The opening announcement claimed the theatre had a holding capacity of 3,000, and could take £120 per
performance at “popular prices”, and the opening show was the touring production of a play called “Life”. The
second show was a variety bill featuring “Little Mento – age 12, looks 8” and the comedian Fred Cherry, and
this was followed with productions of “The Stowaway”, “The Queen of the Night” and “Uncle Tom’s Cabin”.
In January 1902 the Coronet presented the pantomime “Babes in the Wood”, after which Mr W. Dexter, “who
has acted as conductor of the orchestra at the Coronet since its opening, has left the neighbourhood. Upon
leaving he was presented with a gold medal by the members of the band”. The rest of the year saw productions
of tours like “The Executioner’s Daughter”, “The Klondike Nugget” and “By the Hand of a Woman” with
Grace Warner.
However, filling a theatre of this very large size was a struggle, and the opening of the rival King’s Theatre in
July 1903 saw a considerable drop in takings. The Coronet struggled on for a while, seemingly remaining
empty for several weeks at a time, and then seems to have closed down. It was formally dissolved when
Companies House, having received no annual returns for many years past, removed the company from its
listing.

KING’S THEATRE
1903 Opened (Re-opened?)
1906 In some financial difficulty
?
Unknown
Was this a temporary name for the existing Palace Theatre, and NOT a different venue?

An advertisement in The Stage in 1903 announces that the King’s Theatre, Ebbw Vale will be opening on July
29th, and is seeking stage staff, box office takers and cleaners. The advert boasts that the King’s will be joining
the other theatres owned or leased by Arthur Carlton – a list which consists of seven theatres outside Wales,
and four in the South Wales valleys (Theare Royal Tonypandy; Lyceum, Pentre; Theatre Metropole,
Abertillery; and the King’s, Ebbw Vale.)
At the end of July a newspaper report on the opening play, “The
Seal of Silence” by C. Watson Mill, says: “There was a scene
of wildest excitement last night on the re-opening of the King’s
Theatre Ebbw Vale. All barriers were broken down by the
surging crowds, and hundreds unable to gain admission.” The
use of the word “re-opening” suggests the theatre was in
existence earlier than 1903. The King’s offered such variety
attractions as Cambo “the musical monkey”, Towyn Thomas, a
ventriloquist and Miss Georgie Corlass’s company in the new
musical melo-comedy “You Are My Darling!”, with “striking
situations, tricky dances, charming songs and laughter from rise
to fall of curtain!”.

Charlie Chaplin in Ebbw Vale
In March and April 1905 Charlie Chaplin was playing the role of
Billy in the Charles Frohman tour of “Sherlock Holmes”. This
tour is known to have played Merthyr Tydfil, Tonypandy and
Treherbert, and, according to Chaplin’s autobiography, also
played three days in Ebbw Vale (though there is no written
record to pinpoint this, and Chaplin does not mention the name
of the theatre.)
Chaplin says Ebbw Vale immediately followed three days in
Tonypandy, and this was a time when both the Tonypandy
Royal and Ebbw Vale King’s Theatre were owned by Arthur

Charles Chaplin before his “Tramp” days
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Carlton, who booked the dates in tandem. This makes it almost certain that
Chaplin appeared at the King’s. Local reports claimed this historic appearance
was at the town’s Palace Theatre, and this raises the possibility that the King’s
Theatre, which “re-opened” in 1903 and seems to disappear after 1906, could
have been a temporary name for the building that later became known as the
Palace.
Irrespective of which theatre, Charlie Chaplin was not very impressed with the
town itself. In his autobiography he says:
“From Tonypandy we went to the mining town of Ebbw Vale, a three-night
stand, and I was thankful it was not longer, for Ebbw Vale was a dank, ugly
town in those days, with row upon row of hideous, uniform houses, each house
consisting of four small rooms lit by oil-lamps.”
He also tells of staying in a miner’s cottage, where he was asked to watch the
miner’s son perform, and advise whether the son, Gilbert, might find some circus
work. Gilbert was “a half-man with no legs, an oversized, blond, flat-shaped head, a sickening white face, a
sunken nose,” and “wearing flannel underwear with the legs of the garment cut off to the thighs, from which
ten thick, stubby toes stuck out”.
Gilbert’s acrobatic tricks included handstands on the arms of the chair, hopping across the floor, and finally
leaping to Chaplin’s head height in one move from the floor. The miner thought he could be billed as “The
Human Frog”. Chaplin found the whole experience very disturbing.
At the start of 1906 the management changed hands, and the lessees were now W. Devereux and E.T. Wood.
They launched their new venture with a visit from the Alexandra Grand Opera Company. However, six
months later they were in financial difficulties, and the theatre was being offered to anyone prepared to rent it
for any purpose. At this point all reference to the King’s Theatre seems to disappear.
Further information is needed.

WORKMEN’S HALL / GRAND THEATRE/ NEW THEATRE/ STUDIO 1 & 2
1907
1913
1915
1916
1967
1970

Opened
Renamed Stone’s Picture Palace (very briefly?)
Renamed the Grand Theatre (very briefly?)
Reverted to original name
Refurbished for cinema use as the “New Theatre”
A second screen added, and the venue renamed
Studios 1&2
1980s Cinema use ceased, and the venue returned to bingo
2010 Venue closed and left unused.
The Workmen’s Hall, built in 1907, was a community
entertainment and leisure facility financed by weekly
contributions from workmen in the local industries. It contained a
large auditorium comprising a flat-floor stalls area and two
balconies and was intended for multi-purpose use ranging from
boxing matches to stage shows.
There was also a smaller hall used for committee meetings and
the like, and additionally the building contained a small bar, a
controversial feature in a town dominated by Temperance
advocates.
In March 1911 the Main Hall, claiming to have a seating capacity
of 1000, installed film projection equipment and was offered to let
for a year’s tenancy for cinema and variety purposes. The new
lessee was Mr W. Stone (who also ran the New Hippodrome in
Tonypandy.). For a short while the hall was renamed Stone’s
Picture Palace, and its cine-variety programme included artists
like The Four Frasers, Wee Harry & Little Phyllis (“those clever
kiddies”), the Casey Court Minstrels and “Shivry” Madge at the
piano
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At the start of 1915 the lease was now taken up by Gerald Maurice, and the
Workmen’s Hall re-opened in January with a programme consisting of pictures,
variety, sketches and a playlet – a programme of two and a half hours duration at
popular prices. The shows were twice nightly at 6pm and 8.45pm, with prices
3d, 6d, and 9d. There were 40 minutes of pictures at each house. Mr Maurice
decided to change the name of the Hall to the Grand Theatre, Ebbw Vale (he
seemed to operate under a wide variety of names, since he was also the lessee of
the Empire Crumlin, the Playhouse Cwm, the Hippodrome Monmouth, and the
Playhouse Abergavenny.)
Within six months something had gone wrong, and the building, back to its
original name of Workmen’s Hall, was now being offered to let by the
Workmen’s Hall Committee. For the rest of the 1920s the Hall operated
primarily as a cine-variety, and then from the 1930s it was used chiefly as a
cinema. However, the occasional weeks would be given over to a visiting play.
In 1938 a touring organisation of professional actors to be known as the Welsh
Players was formed to present plays in principal centres of South Wales. They began at the Workers’ Hall Ebbw
Vale with “The Wind and the Rain” followed by “Rope”. The company included the 19 year old Richard Todd at
the start of his career.
Wartime shortages and the arrival of more modern full-time cinemas saw film audiences dwindle and gradually the
Workmen’s Hall became more of a social club, and, following the Betting and Gaming Act of 1960, it began to
experiment with the occasional bingo evening. By the late 1960s all Ebbw Vale’s cinemas had closed and in 1967
D. Lynn Thomas, an enterprising businessman and cine-enthusiast, acquired the lease, and refurbished the Hall as
a studio-style cinema (something he had done with other venues in Abertillery and Pontypool). He advertised his
venture as the “New Theatre”.
Two years later his enthusiasm led him to turn the smaller hall into a second studio cinema, and he now called his
cinemas Studios 1 & 2. All this was done very economically, and there was no attempt at luxury, and gradually
support for the undertaking fizzled away, and Mr Thomas sold his interest to a bingo operator. Over the next years
the Hall was known as Van Zyld Bingo, Don Bingo, Castle Leisure Bingo and Welcome Bingo – as it changed
hands several times. It finally closed in March 2010 and remains empty and unused.

PALACE OF VARIETIES
1908 Opened
1918c Closed & later demolished
There is a reference to a Palace of Varieties opening in 1908 and being closed and demolished some ten years later.
No further reference to this venue has been discovered, and it is possible it has been confused with the Beaufort
Cinema or the White House Cinema – both of which opened that same year. It might possibly have been the
earlier name for the Empire, which first appeared around 1916.

BEAUFORT CINEMA / ELECTRIC THEATRE / BEAUFORT THEATRE
1908 Opened as the Beaufort Cine-Variety
1925 Remodelled as the Electric Theatre &
Ballroom
1959 Closed
1960 Renovated for cinema & community use
1997 Renovated and converted into a theatre
Originally built as the Beaufort Cine-Variety on the
outskirts of Ebbw Vale, it was built on the side of a hill
and was always a “functional” rather than elegant
construction. It was equipped with a proscenium arch and
a raked stage and limited flying facilities. In the mid
1920s it underwent some reconstruction, and an ancillary
space was promoted as the town’s new ballroom, with an
upgraded cinema space seating around 350.
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It operated as an independent cinema for the next thirty years or so, and closed in 1959. It was then acquired by
the local council and following a £25,000 renovation project, it re-opened in March 1961. It was now a splendid
community centre with a fully equipped 420 seat auditorium above a ballroom which had formerly been the
billiards hall. In 1997 it underwent a major renovation and was transformed into a significant local-authority
funded theatre and arts venue for Ebbw Vale.

White House Cinema
1908
1910
1914
1918
1931
1954
1958

Used for Bioscope shows
Opened for films and cine-variety
Closed temporarily. New owners
A further change of management
Equipped for sound; used as a cinema
Closed
Demolished.
Replaced with a Woolworth store.
The White House in Bethcar Street
was the town’s first venue for film
exhibition, opening around 1908 as a
Bioscope hall, and then operating as a
cine-variety from 1910. It had a
seating capacity around 800 (later
reduced to 600 to meet safety and
comfort requirements.) It seems not
to have been a success, and closed for
several months in 1914, and reopened in September with a change
of management. By 1916 it seems to
have dropped live performances, and
was advertising for a pianist, stating
that the venue showed films only, no
live variety acts.

In September 1917 an advert
appeared: “Ebbw Vale Urban District Council invites applications for the renting of the White House Cinema
(together with plant), recently occupied by the Ebbw Vale Cinema Ltd and used as a cinema for a period of six
months. Seating capacity about 550.” The new lessees re-opened the premises in 1918, and it was once again
used for cine-variety until 1931 when it was upgraded for sound, and became a full-time cinema.
On November 21st 1931, shortly after the renovation was finished, the cinema was badly damaged by a fire,
which destroyed the stage house and roof of the auditorium. It was soon repaired. It is claimed that the comic film
star Harold Lloyd made a personal appearance at the White House Cinema in 1933.
Early on it had been operated by Ebbw Vale Cinemas Ltd and when it later became part of the Jackson Withers
group its new owners decided to close it and concentrate their activities on the Astoria. It closed in 1956 and two
years later the venue was demolished to make room for a Woolworths store. Woolworth ceased trading in the
UK during 2009 and the building became a discount store.

Dooner’s Picture Palace/ Electric Theatre
1910 Opened
?
Closed
In December 1910 Richard Dooner announced the opening of Dooner’s Picture Palace, Ebbw Vale. The Dooner
Company already operated “Electric Theatres” in Cwm and Rhymney, and staged “first class double and single
variety turns” between films at all their venues. In the early months of 1911 they started referring to the Picture
Palace as the Ebbw Vale Electric Theatre.
Further information is needed.
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EMPIRE
1916 Open
?
The first references to the Empire Theatre in Ebbw Vale appear around May
1916, when the Dadie Vone Trio, a “Novelty Musical act with elaborate
electrical fit-up” announce they have been booked to play the “New Empire,
Ebbw Vale”
Then, almost without a break, there are weekly listings for shows at the Empire
for the next five years. These include The Great Handko, escapologist topping a
variety bill in October, 1916, followed immediately by the quick-fire revue
“Wait a Minute” The following year saw the Three Mystic Saxbys with Billie
Delhi and Partner, and the touring revue “The Gay Gondoliers”.
The big attraction of 1917 came in October when Archie Pitt’s musical comedy
“It’s a Bargain” played the Empire. This was a major Number One touring
production, normally far too expensive for the smaller provincial circuits, and
only playing the top dates. However, Archie Pitt had a problem, and
announced: “Owing to several members of my company not caring to venture
to London on account of Air Raid, I am reluctantly compelled to cancel nine
weeks’ bookings there. My sincere thanks are due to the proprietors, managers
and agent for releasing me so graciously. There is now a chance for provincial
managers to secure “It’s a Bargain”.
It is not known which members of his company had refused to go to London
because of the air-raids, but it is unlikely that they would have included the 19
year old unknown Gracie Fields who was featured in this show, and who would
later become Mrs Archie Pitt.
By 1920 the Empire had a new manager, Marcus Solomon, and the venue was
doing excellent business with shows like “Spick and Span”, a revue with 30
people in the cast and plays like “A Hindu’s Oath”. Variety at the Empire
could range from the Five Chicago Girls to Nita van Biene, the lady cellist. (To
confuse matters, Miss van Biene announced in The Stage she was appearing at
the Hippodrome, Ebbw Vale, when she actually meant the Empire!)
Another memorable show at the Empire in 1920 was the revue “Reel Fun”, with
Fred Ward, the famous Yorkshire Comedian, Llew Hedges, the American
Ragtime Artist and Eccentric Dancer, and Miss Gladys Morgan, the Welsh Nightingale. At this early stage in
her career Gladys Morgan was working as a solo singer. She would later become one of Wales’s best-loved
female comics.
No future references to the Empire have been found after 1920, and further information is needed.

PLAZA
1936 Opened
1968 Closed
The Plaza Cinema, built on the site of the
former Market Hall, was luxurious and
fitted with all the latest equipment. It was
built by the Ebbw Vale Theatre Co, which
was acquired by the Jackson Withers Circuit
during the 1950s.
Cashing in on the pop-music scene in the
1960s, the Plaza was used for the occasional
live music concert. One notable event was
in November 1964 when Freddie Garrity of
Freddie & the Dreamers didn’t make the
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date because of heavy fog. All four of his
Dreamers were there and they received a good
hand when they went on stage to apologise. But
the biggest cheer of the night came when the local
council – who organised the function – announced
that money was being refunded. Many of the
young audience had been saving up week by week
for the ten shilling tickets.
The Plaza continued in operation until its closure
in 1968.

ASTORIA
1940
1965
1968
1970

Opened
Converted to bingo.
Closed
Demolished and replaced with a Tesco store.
The last purpose built cinema in Ebbw Vale was the popular
Astoria, built in James Street in 1939 and opened early in
1940. It offered considerable luxury, with stalls and balcony
seating 1,500 despite its compact site. The original owners,
Ebbw Vale Theatres Ltd sold the premises to the Jackson
Withers Circuit at the end of the 1950s.
During the 1960s the Astoria occasionally staged pop
concerts, notably in September 1960 when a Craig Douglas
concert was packed out and saw amazing scenes with 1200
teenage girls going wild. In July 1967 Tom Jones and Victor
Spinetti topped the bill in a spectacular celebrity show for
the Talking Books for the Blind.
The Astoria ceased showing films and converted to bingo in
1965 before completely closing in 1968 after which it
remained empty and unused until it was demolished in 1970
to make way for a new Tesco store for the town.
During the late 1990s Tesco built a larger store just outside
the town and the old cinema site was sold to the J. D.
Wetherspoon chain and converted for use as a pub.
Wetherspoons named the pub The Picture House in memory
of the Astoria cinema.
Thanks to Roy Nancarrow for much of the detail on Ebbw Vale
cinemas

LEISURE CENTRE
A sports and leisure centre in the
town provided an arena-type space
for concerts from artists like Acker
Bilk, the Syd Lawrence Orchestra
and Max Boyce. A new leisure
centre is due to open in September
2013.
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FELINFACH
THEATR FELINFACH
1972 Opened
Theatr Felinfach is located
approximately a mile outside the
villages of Felin-fach and Ystrad
Aeron in Ceredigion, traditionally
one of the strongholds of Welsh
language and culture. The theatre
was converted from a machineryrepair shed belonging to the
Ministry of Defence, and opened
in May 1972 by the Education
Department of Cardiganshire
County Council. Although it is a
simple, plain rectangular building,
it has been adapted with modern
resources and technical equipment
of the highest standard. The stalls
seating is steeply raked, with a
seating capacity of 263.

Ferndale 13

FERNDALE
Portable and Fit-Up Theatres
Visits from Portable theatres were a regular feature in Ferndale from the early 1880s right through to the First
World War. Some of the known visits include:
Sidney Williams’ Portable
This played a spring season from March 1883, and then returned to play a winter season from November till
February 1884.
Ebley’s Portable – October 1887
Noakes’s Portable – August 1895
Haggar’s Castle Theatre
This was run by James Haggar, and played the winter season from November 1902 till February 1903. The big
successes of this season were his productions of “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” and “The Postmistress and the Czar”.
The company returned for a season in 1905, this time billed as Will Haggar’s Castle Theatre.
John Johnson’s Victoria Theatre
Johnson’s season opened in August 1908, but was under constant opposition from Dr Walford Bodie, who had
taken a lease on the rival “Hippodrome”. He managed to get Johnson’s licence revoked by November, and was
able to claim he was the “only theatre in Ferndale”.
Alexandra Theatre – August 1910

ASSEMBLY ROOMS/ TUDOR HALL
1880? Used for Wesleyan church services
1890 Sold for commercial development
1897 Remodelled for theatre use
1908 Briefly known as the Hippodrome & Opera House?
1909 Reverted to Tudor Hall name
1990s?
Demolished and replaced with a car park.
There is some confusion over the venues used for early stage performances in Ferndale. Prior to the opening of
the Workmen’s Hall in 1909, the town’s largest hall was in Lake Street, and was regularly hired by the
Wesleyan Church for its Sunday and some weekday services. When the Church moved out, this hall was used
full-time for entertainment and known as the Tudor Hall. However, during the twenty years or so prior to the
naming of the Tudor Hall, frequent entertainments were presented in the town, advertised as taking place in the
“Assembly Rooms” or the “Public Hall”. These included Linton’s Black and White Minstrels (1884), the
pantomimes “Little
Jack Horner” (1885),
“Cinderella” (1886)
and fit up productions
including
“My
Sweetheart”, “Uncle
Tom’s Cabin” and “A
Fallen Woman”. To
add to the confusion,
an advert in The Stage
in
April
1890
announces that the
touring production of
“Noble Love” is being
performed at the
Ferndale Town Hall.
Whe n
t he
ne w
Wesleyan Church was
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built in 1893 the hall was sold for £200 and converted for theatre use. It was renamed the Tudor Hall. It had
seating for 1100, ten large dressing rooms,( and proudly announced it had two lavatories!) as well as a stage
that was 35 ft by 22ft and 25ft high. The new owner, Wallace Barnett, opened his new theatre on November
2nd with a production of the play “Judas’s Crime”, and followed this with a pantomime.
It was a very successful undertaking, offering a wide range of plays, variety performances, classical concerts
and musical evenings. In September 1900 a newspaper review noted: “Mr Arthur Brogden’s Swiss Choir were
here last week. The singing was fairly good. The pianist would have done well to take a few rehearsals with
the lady dancers. The animated pictures were appreciated.” A month later the Original Royal Australian Choir
received a much better review: “Miss Alice Williams (an excellent singer); the sisters Morley (clever dancers),
Misses Daisy James, Jessie Wincott, Sisters Velli, Messrs Percy Galino, Fred Luard, B. Hastings and B.
Theobald all supplied entertaining turns”.
In 1905 the Tudor Hall was sold to a new manager, Jack Davies, who celebrated the Christmas season with a
hugely successful pantomime, “Cinderella”, with Messrs Loman and Selby as Ugly Sisters. “A pretty
impersonation of Cinders came from Miss Gertie Lovedale, who brought the house down with “I wouldn’t
leave my little wooden hut for you”.
For six months between July and December 1908 a series of advertisements mention the Ferndale Hippodrome
& Opera House. The famous Dr Walford Bodie, who already held a lease on the “Hippodrome & Opera
House” in Pontycymmer, announced he had taken over a theatre in Ferndale. “Presently closed for extensive
and costly alterations, the new Hippodrome and Opera House will be opening in Ferndale on August Bank
Holiday Monday.”
A newspaper review of the opening show, “Rogues of the Turf”, says: “Opera House (Lessee and Proprietor
Dr Walford Bodie; General Manager Mr Tom N. Mills). This house has been completely changed in
appearance inside and is now one of the cosiest in the valleys. Dr Bodie has left nothing undone to ensure the
comfort of its patrons.”
The following week reports “Napoleon’s Divorce: Opened Monday 24th at Dr
Bodie’s Opera House, Ferndale. Theatre crowded to suffocation by Early Doors”.
In December 1908 Dr Bodie advertises that there is now no opposition to his theatre in Ferndale. “The Booth
has gone! The Opera House and Hippodrome, the only theatre in Ferndale, is a stone & lime building, fitted up
by Dean & Sons, Birmingham, and has played to over £300 in the week.” But then it appears Dr Bodie is
declared bankrupt (not for the first time) and nothing more is heard of the Hippodrome and Opera House. It is
assumed that these shows were staged in the Tudor Hall under a new name. For the rest of its life the Tudor
Hall served as an all-purpose hall, but is chiefly remembered as a cinema.
Further information is needed.

WORKMEN’S HALL/ NEW THEATRE
1909 Opened
1995 Closed and demolished
The
Ferndale
and
Blaenllechau Workmen's
Hall & Institute opened in
1909 as one of the biggest
and most expensive halls of
its kind. It had cost £17,600,
and contained a large theatre
hall (capacity 1500), a
smaller hall (capacity 350), a
swimming pool, a billiards
room, library, reading room,
offices, lounges, and even a
self-contained flat for the
caretaker.
The main auditorium was
promoted as the “New
Theatre” and the opening
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seasons included the plays “The Woman Pays”, “The
Tyrant”, and Miss Inez Howard’s Company in “The
Prince and the Beggar Maid” as well as variety shows and
pantomimes, and musical productions like “The Belle of
New York” and the English Opera Company offering
productions of Maritana, Cavalleria Rusticana, The
Daughter of the Regiment, Il Trovatore, Faust, Don
Giovanni, and The Bohemian Girl, all playing in the same
week!
From as early as 1913 the Workmen’s Hall was used as a
cinema, initially staging live variety acts between the
films - a typical example was the film “On the Track of
the Spider’s League” with live entertainment from the
Elliott Savonas and the Eight Dainty Maids in between the
reels. In September 1917 the visiting production was
Archie Pitt’s “It’s a Bargain” with Gracie Fields, Betty
Stansfield & Pat Aza.
Throughout its life the Workmen’s Hall was a centre for
all kinds of activities, from live shows to dances, from
cinema to concerts and community events. In the 1930s
there were “talking pictures” and repertory seasons; in the
1940s wartime morale boosting events and fund-raising
for the war effort; and in the 1950s events such as The Ferndale & Blaenllechau Band accompanying the
Imperial Male Voice Choir with guest soloist Inia Te Wiata, and the local schools bringing all their pupils to a
special showing of the film “The Ten Commandments”.
The cinema functioned through the 1960s, but its popularity declined, and gradually the Workmen’s Hall
functioned mainly as an institute. Like so many of its kind, it eventually closed at the stat of the 1990s, and
was demolished. The site is now occupied by a doctor's surgery.

PALASEUM
1911 Opened
?
Closed
In July 1911 the Palaseum was showing film of the Investiture of the Prince of Wales, and the Prince leaving
Portsmouth performing his first public ceremony. Two years later it seems the cinema was expanding, and the
owner was advertising “Wanted to buy, about 200 tip-up chairs and quantity of Pergamoid or leather tip-up
running seating. Required for July at the Palaseum.”
Further information is needed.

THE RINK CINEMA
?
?

Opened
Closed

This was situated in New Street, and was known locally as “The Coffin” because it was long and narrow and
was on the first floor above an undertaker’s premises. Further information is needed.
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FISHGUARD
Portables
White’s Coliseum
S.White’s portable Coliseum was erected on the Pleasure Ground for the month of October 1911 with a series
of film shows, including the Prince of Wales’s Investiture, interspersed with live variety performers.

TEMPERANCE HALL/ THEATR GWAUN
1881
1900
1926
1980
1994
2011

Built as the Temperance Hall
Major improvements to the stage and theatre facilities
Converted into cinema use
Renamed Studio Cinema
Remodelled as the Theatr Gwaun
Taken over as “4U at the Theatr Gwaun)

The Temperance Hall was built in 1881 to serve the community’s social needs and to provide education and
recreational facilities for the local area. As early as 1907 the hall began showing bioscope films, the earliest
known being “The Old Chorister” and “Down on the Farm”, but it was primarily used for live plays. For the
first twenty years it was a “fit-up” venue, where the incoming touring shows would have to supply almost
everything. Following major improvements in 1900 it was able to offer a good-size stage and built-in facilities
to attract a much wider range of shows. In 1908 it had particular success with the plays “Napoleon’s Divorce”
and “English Hearts”, and in 1911 it attracted excellent business for a week of Shakespeare productions from
the F.R. Benson company – a week offering “Taming of the Shrew”, “Macbeth,” and “Hamlet”.
In 1926 the Hall installed permanent cinema equipment, and from then on was mostly used as a cinema, with
the occasional local amateur or rare visiting company staging live entertainment. Later additions included
sound equipment, and by the early 1930s
it was reported as being a cinema with 450
seats. The opening date is unknown, but
the Cinema is listed as operating in 1937,
with 450 seats. The Cinema continued
through to the early 1970s, and then hit
hard times, and was earmarked for closure
and eventual demolition.
At this point the local Council stepped in,
and after some modification, it re-opened
as the Studio Cinema, with a seating
capacity of 252. It was refurbished and
updated in 1994 after which it was renamed Theatr Gwuan, screening first run
films and staging live theatre
performances. However, it regularly ran at
a loss, and in 2010 the Council announced
its planned closure. At that time the
Friends of Theatr Gwaun began a
campaign to save it as a community-run
arts centre.
After prolonged negotiations the
Pembrokeshire County Council agreed to
hand over the theatre to the Theatr Gwaun
Community Trust on a three-year lease at
a peppercorn rent. The new company took
over the theatre in June 2011 and renamed
it “4U at Theatr Gwaun” .
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GARNANT
Portables and fit-up theatres
Poulton’s Portable
Poulton’s Portable had been touring around South Wales from the turn of the century, staging a mix of live
entertainment and film shows. It had good seating, a shuttered roof, and dimensions of 92ft by 45ft. It could
hold up to 800. Poulton’s would always end its touring season with performances in Garnant, after which the
structure would be dismantled and stored somewhere in the village until the next season began. It appears that
Poulton’s ceased operation around 1912, possibly due to the death or incapacity of its owner, and the theatre
remained in storage and unused for around a year and a half. It seems to have been inherited by a Mrs Poulton
(possibly the widow?) who lived in Slough, Berkshire. She was anxious to dispose of it, and advertised it for
sale, in need of repair, and able to be viewed in Garnant.

Crecraft’s Picture Palace
Crecraft’s Picture Palace was touring South Wales in
1910 and played a few weeks in Garnant in November.
The owner was the amazing 92 year old Elizabeth
Crecraft, born in a showman’s van in 1818, and “I’ve
lived in one ever since, through the reigns of six
monarchs and what is more, I have seen them all George III, George IV, William IV, Queen Victoria,
Edward VII, and George V".
Mrs Crecraft was interviewed by the Western Mail
while her touring bioscope was at Milford Haven, on a
circuit that eventually brought her to Garnant:
“She was born in Chelsea and never knew what it was
like to live in a house. Her father had been in the showline for about thirty years previous to her birth and the
old lady now claims that her family has, with the record
of 120 years, been longer in the business than any other
in the world.
"There will never be such times again as those in my
early days," said Mrs. Crecraft, with a significant shake
of the head. "Why we used to have thousands of people
round our show in no time wherever we pitched. Sometimes we showed human freaks and other curiosities, and
it was nothing for people to walk many miles - for there were no trains or motors - to see our show. That was
hardly to be wondered at, for except for an occasional dancing bear, there was not much to be seen by way of
amusement in those days. A show with slightest pretensions to novelty never lacked patrons; they flocked in
their thousands and stared open- mouthed at our curiosities. In the course of time I acquired a show of my own
and I can't tell you what I haven't exhibited in my time. In turn I have showed menageries, waxworks, living
skeletons and fat women; a man 21 pounds in weight and another 45stone; a dwarf 27inches in height and a
giant of 7ft 4in, - in fact I have exhibited practically every kind of living novelty known in my days. Many of the
best known showmen of today learnt their business with me."

CWMAMMAN WORKMEN’S HALL
1927
1972
1982
1985

Opened
Closed and unused
Sold and used as a builders’ merchant stores
Opened as a private leisure club

The Cwmamman Workman's Hall and Institute opened as a result of local community fund-raising, a donation
of 6d per month from the wages of local miners, and a £3000 donation from the Miners Welfare Committee.
The final cost of the building was £11,607. 7s.7d. Its official opening was on February 19th 1927. The first
floor main hall had a seating capacity of 915, and contained tip-up plush seats which could be removed to
enable the space to be used as a dance floor. The stage was designed to hold a large choir or big touring play,
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being 55ft by 30ft, and was provided
with six dressing rooms and an
instrument room. The ground and
mezzanine floors contained
refreshment rooms, store rooms,
offices, and a large lounge, while the
second floor provided access to a
theatre balcony.
The first few weeks of its life were
entirely booked by local organisations
and choirs, then the first outside
professional show played the week
beginning March 21st., being the
comedy revue “Fetch a Policeman”. It
did outstanding business.
For the first forty years of its life the
Workmen’s Hall was a great success,
used by local amateur operatic and
musical societies and all manner of community, social and charitable organisations. It was a popular venue for
outside broadcasts by the BBC Welsh Home Service, and hosted such shows as Eynon Evans’s “Tommy
Trouble”, Wilfred Pickles’ “Have a Go”, “Welsh Rarebit”, and “Opportunity Knocks”.
It was frequently in use as the town’s cinema, and as well as major feature films, it showed films of
documentary and historical events like the Tommy Farr American fight in 1937, the Royal Wedding ten years
later, and Winston Churchill’s funeral in 1965.
By the end of the 1960s venues like the Workmen’s Hall were losing audiences, and various attempts were
made to make the venue pay: films were shown at first for two or three nights a week, then only once a week.
There was a Teen and Twenty club and a Junior Disco, and Bingo sessions were tried, but all to no avail. The
Workmen's Hall closed in February, 1972 and remained unused and unsold for the next ten years.
In December, 1982, the Hall was sold to a local businessman who used it as a store for his builder’s merchant
supplies, and then, after major renovation, it opened on December 14th 1985 as a private leisure club, Canolfan
Hamdden Dyffryn Aman - the Amman Valley Leisure Centre. At its peak the club attracted around a thousand
members, but it failed to pay its way, and within a few
years the venue was re-branded as the “Fun Factory” and
used for children’s parties and entertainments.
It closed, and once again was disused for several years,
gradually suffering vandalism and some dereliction. In
January 2009 a police raid on the building found it was
being used to grow cannabis plants, and destroyed stock
which was said to have an enormous street value. The
building was then locked down and made vandal-proof.
However, in 2011 falling masonry led to safety fences
being erected around the premises, and in 2013 Mr Singh,
the London-based owner, was issued with a court order
requiring him to repair and make safe or, if the premises
were found to be architecturally beyond repair, to
demolish the property.

Picturedrome
1913 In operation
?
Closed
The Picturedromes in Garnant, Gwaun-cae-Gurwen and Gorseinon were all owned by F.H.Neville, and
operated from his head office in Gwaun-cae Gurwen. In December 1913 he was advertising for variety acts to
play between films at Garnant.
Further information is needed for this venue.

Gilfach Goch 19

GILFACH GOCH
Portable & Fit-Up Theatres
John Allen’s Theatre
This played a season in August 1897
Mrs Breamer’s Alexandra Theatre
During the summer of 1902 the Alexandra Theatre’s season included the play “The Pride of Perth” with the
special visiting guest star Dolly Deene. This season also included some early cinematograph displays.
Victory Theatre?
In 1924 there is an advert announcing that “Justus Two and a Piano” are performing at the Victory Theatre,
Gilfach Goch for three nights. This is very late date for a portable theatre – most of which disappeared with the
First World War - and it is unusual for the local authorities to licence portable performances when the town
already has a permanent theatre. Perhaps this performance took place in one of the existing venues which was
operating under a temporary change of name (although it is also a rather late date for a venue to be re-named
“Victory Theatre” – the war ended six years earlier.)

CENTRAL HALL
1913 Already open
1914 Advertised as the Central Cinema
?
Closed? Demolished?
The Central Hall, Gilfach Goch was being used for live entertainment
certainly by February 1913, when the bill included May De La Grange, the
chorus comedienne and dancer. The following weeks featured The Sisters
Lavarra, Dutch comediennes, and Alf & Lizzie, “in their great comedy act
that never fails”. In 1914 the Central Hall began to show films, and entered
into a rivalry with the newly opened Globe Cinema. The Central has a big
success with Maudie Goodman, “England’s cleverest juvenile male
impersonator”, hailed in the press as “the finest turn here yet”, and in
November 1914 presented Ray and Douglas in their famous sketch “The
Girl and a Comedy Pillar-Box”. At this time the manager was Mr Seymour.
From the start of the War onwards the Central Hall appears to have
abandoned regular film shows, and its community functions would have
been superseded by 1924, when the new Workman’s Hall opened.

WORKMEN’S HALL & INSTITUTE
1924 Opened
1978 Closed and later demolished.
Plans to build a Workmen’s Hall in Gilfach Goch were drawn up as early as
1912, and premises in the High Street were purchased in 1916. However, the
ongoing Great War caused delays, and the building was not completed until
1924. It was an imposing building: the door at street level led to various
rooms underneath including a snooker room, a reading room, library and
meeting room, with the main hall and cinema occupying the ground and first
floors.
The official opening took place on Saturday July 26th, 1924. The following
week saw a different show every night, with concerts from the Gilfach Goch
United Male Voice Party, and from the Bridgend & District Orchestra. Drama
was provided with the Bryn Seion Dramatic Society performing “The
Prodigal’s Return” and “Cyfrinach y Fasged Frwyn”, and a visiting
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professional minstrel concert, and a Grand Star Picture Show completed the opening week festival. This allembracing mixture of shows was very much a feature of the Hall’s programme, though gradually the economic
pressures in the valleys and the onset of War meant the Hall became more and more recognised as a cinema.
At some point the Institute underwent major reconstruction. The original entrance hall and imposing façade
was removed, and a very plain rectangular front was put in its place. The entrance was moved to the side of the
building. The Hall closed in 1978 and was left empty. One Sunday afternoon in 1980 vandals broke in to steal
the old copper piping for scrap value and set the place on fire. As a result the building was declared unsafe and
demolished soon after.

PICTUREDROME / PALACE
1911 Opened as the Picturedrome
?
Renamed the Palace
1925 Damaged by fire and demolished.
The Gilfach Goch Picturedrome was part of a circuit owned by Mr Codman, who operated Picturedromes in
Bethesda, Bangor, Oswestry and Newtown. The films were interspersed with live variety acts. When the
Picturedrome changed hands it seems to have changed its name to the Palace. It was destroyed in a major fire
in September 1925.
Further information is needed.

GLOBE CINEMA / GLOBE THEATRE
1913
1924
1950
1963

Opened as a cine-variety
Re-opened as Globe Theatre under new management
Renovated
Closed

In 1913 the Globe Cinema opened as a cine-variety, offering several first-class acts in between the picture
shows. Among the first “turns” were Tom Lenner, the funny patter comedian, and Florrie Wright, the sweet-
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voiced vocaliste.
Other
performers who appeared in
those early years were Nora
Doone, the eccentric ragtime
dancer, Ned Edwards and his
Two Little Queenies,
In 1922 the Globe announced
“The Great Ontegan in the
most sensational act ever
staged, featuring ‘The Flying
Cage of Death’, the last word
in mid-air thrills.
Also
Zarmo, comic juggler, and
Alf King, comedian with a
tenor voice in character, sing
scenas, and quick changes,
The Globe Cinema, photographed in 1960
assisted by Miss Betty
Laurence”. With all this going on, it appears that the Globe must have had quite a decent-sized stage and
facilities to present an act of this nature.
Following some major reconstruction, the Globe re-opened in 1924 under
the management of D.P. Griffiths. It was re-named the Globe Theatre for
a few years, and seems to have been run chiefly as a live theatre, with
only the rare mention of a film show. It operated as a variety theatre with
acts including the Six Hollywood Girls in the novel scena “Life in
Gipsyland”, and in March 1929 the Famous Bellinis appeared with their
daring aerial flying trapeze speciality.
However, in January 1930 it reverted to its former name, Globe Cinema,
and from then on appears to have been used exclusively as a cinema. Mr
Griffiths remained the proprietor into the 1950s, at which time the
cinema underwent redecoration and renovation, with the seating capacity
reduced to 400. The Globe closed in 1963. (Local recollections from
Wyndham Jones says that if you left by the side exit after the show and it
was a wet evening, you could find yourself up to your ankles in sheep
dung!)
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GLYNNEATH
MINERS’ WELFARE HALL / NEW THEATRE
1913?
1915
1930s
1940s
1970
1993

Opened as the Miners’ Welfare Hall
Advertised as the New Theatre
Sound equipment installed.
Renamed Glynneath Theatre
Seriously damaged by fire
Demolished

The Miners’ Welfare Hall in Park Avenue, Glynneath had a snooker room and library on the ground floor, and
a stage and auditorium on the first floor. The stage area was 22ft wide and 20ft deep and three dressing rooms
were attached. It was advertised as the New Public Hall and was open by January 1914, when Elise Blanche
and Jack Edwin were performing in a variety show. The Hall probably operated as a cine-variety from its
earliest days, though cinema use is not actually mentioned in its advertising until 1916, when the manager, Mr
Crecraft, is looking to engage a full-time projectionist. From then onwards, films are regularly featured, with
artists such as Molly Craven, “refined comedienne and ballad vocalist” performing between reels.
The hall also staged regular series of live theatre events, such as the October 1915 season from the H. Evan
Gibbon’s Repertory Company which
“broke all records here since the New
Theatre opened.”
It continued with this mix of cinevariety and visiting touring shows into
the mid 1920s – hosting such shows
as the 1924 revue “Switch On” and
“It’s Splendid” the following year –
but with the advent of talking pictures
it was almost exclusively used for
cinema. It suffered serious fire
damage on the night of Friday 1st May
1970, and the building was
demolished in the 1990s.

PAVILION / PICTURE PALACE
1913 Open by now
?
Closed
In May 1913 Alma Lorene, the “saucy Yorkshire Girl”, advertised her appearance at the Pavilion, Glynneath,
and a few weeks later Susi Taynia and Dot Yates announced their booking with their “refined singing and
dancing act”. In December the management were advertising for a pianist, able to play for pictures and
varieties. No further references have yet been found.
Further information is needed.
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GORSEINON
Portables & Fit-Ups
Crecraft’s Picture Palace
This touring bioscope, managed by the 89 year old Elizabeth Crecraft, played Gorseinon in September 1907.
At this time she was advertising for a pianist to accompany her “first class picture show”.

PALACE THEATRE/ LIDO CINEMA
1900? Originally a skating rink?
1910 In use as a theatre
1915 Redecorated and re-opened as the New Palace
1930? Renamed the Lido Cinema
1957 Remodelled and renovated
1980 Cinema closed and used for bingo
1990s?
Closed and demolished.
Around the turn of the 20th Century there was a sudden
fashion for skating and the large hall in West Street was
originally used as a roller-skating rink. It seems to have
been a short-lived fad, and by December 1910 the skating
palace had been converted into a theatre. Among the
variety turns from this period were The Two Welfares,
followed by a bill including the Western Brothers,
“comedy merchants and American wooden-shoe dancers,
not red-nosed comedians, but artists of ability”. Over the
next few years the Palace offered attractions like Bill
Brecon, the “Welsh Wag and banjoist”; The Three
Whites, in their “original and novel comedy sporting act
introducing comedy boxing, battle-axe manipulation,
wooden shoe and buck dancing”; “Hello Cinderella!”,
Frederick Mantell’s “Revusical success” and, in June
1915, the H. Evan Gibbon’s Repertory Company in a
series of plays.
However, it was facing competition from the town’s
cinema, the Picturedrome, and the rivalry between the two
venues became quite heated at times. In an attempt to
“outclass” its rival, the Palace underwent considerable
renovation. In 1915 it was redecorated and re-seated to a
luxurious standard, and announced it was now lit by
electricity. (This suggests it might have been exclusively
gas-lit right up to 1915, making it one of the very last
theatres of the gaslight era?)
The “New” Palace contained 600 seats, and had a stage 30ft wide, 21ft deep, 18ft high, and large wings, and its
manager was Rupert Talbot. It re-opened in June with several weeks of repertory plays, but the wartime
demand was for revues and variety, and by the end of the year the theatre was staging revues like “Get Off the
Earth” and “Oh, Susannah!”.
It seems to have been used almost exclusively for live entertainment right through the war years and beyond,
and remained popular with local audiences. In May 1924 an escapologist, The Great Handko, had a hugely
successful week and placed an advert in The Stage to state:
“£100 given to any charitable institution if this statement is not correct. At Gorseinon Theatre last
week, Monday worst night of the week, Great Handko followed in a revue and took more money on
Thursday and Friday than what the Revue took all week. The Great Handko Co. never fail. Handko
and his company of Class Vaudeville; Handko, the man that made Oliver Twist. If Handko’s company
fail to pack your theatre, close it.”
However, by 1926 the Palace announced it was staging variety turns between films, and soon after the
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installation of sound equipment it changed its name to the Lido Cinema, and for the best part of the next forty
years became the town’s leading picture-house. In the mid-1950s it underwent further remodelling and
installed the much larger CinemaScope screen, but ten years or so later it suffered, like so many others, a
catastrophic drop in attendances. During the70s and 80s it was used as a bingo club, and was eventually
demolished.

PICTUREDROME/ ELECTRA CINEMA / TIVOLI
1907
1910
?
1948
1950?
1970s
1980s

In use for Bioscope shows
Opened as the Electric Picturedrome
Major rebuilding and addition of a balcony.
Closed due to bankruptcy
Reopened as a cinema
Closed as a cinema and used for bingo?
Used as a snooker hall?

This started life in 1907 as a small flat-floor hall in Brighton Road exhibiting bioscope shows, and towards the
end of 1910 became a cine-variety managed by Miss Patti Atkinson. The opening variety attractions included
The Sisters Holly, “duettists and dancers, having their usual success at the New Picturedrome, Gorseinon.”
Within a year Miss Atkinson sold the business to a Mr White, and he went into all-out rivalry with the
competition at the Gorseinon Palace, booking rather expensive acts to accompany his films.
It was not long before he over-stretched himself, and by the end of 1912 the Picturedrome changed hands
again, and was bought by a Mr F.H. Neville and his Swansea Valley Entertainments Agency, owners of a
circuit of cine-variety, including a number of portable buildings. Mr Neville made it clear that artists appearing
at the opposition hall in Gorseinon “will be barred by me the whole circuit”. The rivalry between the two
business was intensifying.
Among the acts playing the Picturedrome was “Leoni Clarke’s Royal Comedy Animal Act”. This consisted of
“new and novel tricks from a menagerie of cats, monkeys, rabbits, hares, canaries and guinea pigs, with a big
flight of pigeons from the front of the theatre to the stage”.
Other performers included the Atlas-Vulcana Troupe of Society Athletes, featuring Vulcana, “the strongest
lady living”. In October 1914 Lester, Lowe and the Lassies were playing a week at the Picturedrome and
invited the audience to donate cigarettes and tobacco which would then be passed on to wounded soldiers.
They received 670 cigarettes and two packets of tobacco, and announced they would continue to make this
appeal at all their future theatre dates.
At some time the Picturedrome underwent serious
remodelling and enlargement, which included addition of a
balcony. Local reminiscences suggest this took place around
the time the cinema was wired for sound, after which it was
renamed the Electra Cinema. Mrs. Mary Evans recalls that
the first film showing broke down and all the patrons were
given an orange and a ticket to come back again; Mrs.
Kathleen Harding was an usherette at the cinema and used to
play the piano for the children on Saturday afternoons.
The cinema management went into voluntary liquidation in
1948, and seems to have been declared a bankrupt
organisation the following year. In the early 1950s Harry
and Lyn Thomas took over the building, and renamed it the
“Tivoli” .
The venue probably closed as a cinema at the end of the
1960s or early 1970s and operated as a bingo club. In the
mid 1980s it was converted for use as a Snooker Club, and
was eventually operated by Riley’s. Its current situation is
not known.
Further information is needed.
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COMMUNITY HALL / BRIGHTON HALL
1920 In use for theatre and variety shows
1924 Change of management
?
Became the Lucania Dance Hall
During the first half of the 1920s the Brighton Hall in Gorseinon was in regular use for theatre and variety. In
the autumn of 1920 the Courtney Robinson company ran a short repertory season, and in 1921, a visiting
manager advertised for a juvenile lady to join a rep season - both seasons being performed at the “Brighton
Hall”. Three years later the hall was under new management and announced it was “now booking in
conjunction with the Palace, Swansea” and artists playing a week in Swansea would then move to Gorseinon
for a second week. In the 1924-5 season the venue was promoted as the “Brighton Theatre”, and among the
performers appearing were The Poppys along with Stylo & Sonny “hoop jugglers” and Jack Gillam,
comedian., as well as visiting revues such as “Quite All Right”. So far there are no further listings to be found
after 1925, and the hall was later converted as the Lucania Dance Hall. (It is possible the Hall was part of the
Gorseinon Workingmen’s Club which was located in Brighton Road. )
Further information is needed.

Canolfan Gorseinon Centre
A new community facility has been completed - Canolfan
Gorseinon Centre, built on the site of the old Bryngwyn Steel
Works. It features a state-of-the-art multi-use hall, providing
music, theatre and cinema facilities alongside other
community uses.

Gorseinon Workingmen’s Club
This has a fine large concert room that cost £30,000 when it was refurbished in 1967. The stage is unusually
roomy. There are two fine dressing rooms.

La Charrette
1953 Opened
2008 Closed
The La Charrette Cinema was built inside a converted
railway carriage which was “parked” in Gorseinon. It was
created by local electrician, the late Gwyn Phillips, and for
more than 50 years laid claim to being the UK's smallest
cinema. When the railway carriage finally decayed beyond
repair it was dismantled and taken to the Gower Heritage
Centre. The last film shown at La Charette was a black-tie
premiere of Danny Boyle’s “Alien Love Triangle” and was
attended by Kenneth Branagh. The farewell performance
was organised by Mark Kermode, the film critic of the
“Observer”.

Rainbow Variety Club
1974 Opened
1981 Closed
In the seven years between opening in June 1974 and closing in the autumn of 1981, the Rainbow Club hosted
performances from artists including Gerry and the Pacemakers, Tommy Trinder, Susan Maughan, Wee Willie
Harris, Freddie Garrity and Dorothy Squires.
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GWAUN CAE GURWEN
PUBLIC HALL
1898 Converted from a disused church
1907 Remodelled for theatre use
1928 Destroyed by fire
In 1898 a disused chapel was purchased for the sum of £8 and was later refurbished to become a public hall.
An advert in 1907 announced the Public Hall had been upgraded and was available for rent. It was “centrally
situated for the populous districts of Brynamman, Garnant, Glanamman, Cwmgorse and Gwaun-cae-Gurwen.
Fully licensed for stage plays”. The hall itself was said to be 85ft by 47ft., and the stage area was 40ft by 17ft,
with adjacent dressing rooms. In March 1910 Frank Benson’s Shakespeare Company performed for three
nights. And the following year the Herman Comedy Trio performed their “musical absurdity” - a burlesque of
the melodrama “The Face at the Window”. During the war years the hall was only rarely used for live shows,
presumably because of the presence
of other venues in the area, but in
1921 it hosted a repertory season.
On March 31st 1928 the Public Hall
burnt down, but this proved a
blessing in disguise because the
local Welfare Committee was now
able to apply for a grant from the
Welfare Fund and replace it with the
largest—and most expensive—hall
in the Amman Valley.

PICTUREDROME
1913 Opened
?
Closed
In February 1913 the Picturedrome featured Jack Toller and his Dogs, assisted by Rosie Blundell, as a novelty
act between the films. The manager was Mr F.H. Neville, and the venue was run in conjunction with the
Picturedrome in Gorseinon. In June Mr Neville was advertising for a man and wife: “Man do billing and
posting and acting-management at night; wife, cleaning, check at night.” Other acts appearing at the
Picturedrome that year included “Eugene and her 8 Minstrel Boys and Girls”.
Mr Neville operated the Picturedromes at Gwaun-cae-Gurwen, Garnant and Gorseinon, as well as running his
own acting company and touring to theatres throughout the UK. His great success was an up-to-date version of
the old drama, “The Octoroon”. In this production he played the role of Salem Scudder, and was “supported
by a full cast of first class artists, including the great novelty of 20 real black juveniles (boys and girls)
introducing all the latest coon songs and dances”. During his absence on tour his Picturedromes were managed
by his wife.
Further information is needed.

PALACE
1913 Open by now
1921 Still open
?
Closed
According to several adverts in The Stage, the Palace, Gwaun-cae-Gurwen was operating in 1913 at the same
time as the Picturedrome. It was mentioned again in July 1921 when Gordon Harrop, the “brilliant pianist
entertainer” was performing at the Palace.
Further information is needed.
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GAIETY? / PAVILION?
1914 Open?
?
Closed?
“The Great Rhode and Roche, the Chameleon, The Artist and IT—the only act of its kind” was topping the bill
at the Gaiety, Gwaun-cae-Gurwen in 1914, and the following year Little Hackenschmidt and Co appeared on
the same bill as a 20-minute sketch “Sports on a Battle Cruiser”. In December 1915 the pantomime Cinderella
was performed. There is no mention of film shows at any of these performances, and so far nothing more has
been found concerning a Gaiety Theatre in the area.
In November 1920 an advert refers to the “sparkling revue ‘Excuse Me’” being performed at the Pavilion,
Gwaun cae Gurwen. Were the Gaiety and the Pavilion possibly the same venue?
Further information is needed.

WORKMAN’S HALL/ NEW CINEMA/ WAUN WELFARE HALL
1932 Opened
?
Closed
1995 Demolished
This was a very large Miner’s Welfare Hall with
landscaped gardens, and when it opened on
October 1st 1932 it had cost £14,888 (compared
to the mere £5,000 cost of the Ammanford
Welfare Hall which opened the same day).
The premises contained a multi-purpose 750 seat
hall for theatre and cinema, a smaller lecture
theatre, and a reading room. The proscenium was
20ft wide and the stage 14 ft deep, and there were
two dressing rooms.
From the beginning the main hall was promoted
as the “New Cinema”, though by the end of the
1940s it was regularly advertised as the
“Workman’s Hall”.
As a result of some
improvements in comfort and safety, the seating
capacity has been reduced to 642 by 1951.
It was used for concerts, film shows and miners’
welfare association events and was referred to
locally as the “Waun Welfare”.
The Hall was demolished in February 1995
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HAVERFORDWEST
Portable and fit-up Theatres
Between the years of the first Licensing Act 1713 and the revised Act 1737 strolling players and entertainers
made frequent visits to Haverfordwest, especially around the time of the Races. These companies would play
in barns, large rooms in inns, and sometimes in the open-air. Gradually the development of the town
encouraged more sophisticated travelling companies to make regular visits, and the town became part of an
established touring circuit.
John Theophilus Potter
In 1769 a John Theophilus Potter and his Company of Comedians played a season in the town. In order to
prove he was more than just a “strolling vagabond” he also brought his own printing press with him and ran a
printing business as a sideline. This proved to be a more profitable and steady business than staging plays, and
on a future visit he decided to settle permanently in the town and open a full-time printing business.
Roger Kemble’s Company
In 1776 the well established Roger Kemble Company are thought to have played a season: their circuit was said
to include Swansea, Carmarthen and Haverfordwest, although no further details have been found..
Henry Masterman’s Company of Comedians
From the mid 1780s through to the start of the 19th Century Henry Masterman’s company played regular
seasons, performing in the largest room of a public house. Their annual visits were eagerly anticipated and well
supported, with the actors receiving hospitality and gifts from a welcoming audience. The actor-songwriter
Thomas Dibdin wrote a song of acknowledgement with the lines:
Oh, Haverfordwest is a mighty fine place,
Where Welsh hospitality shines in each face
(Though it appears this song with a change of place name was often used in other towns on the circuit as a
means of encouraging support.) Henry Masterman’s company was so highly thought of by the local
magistrates that other companies were refused permission to perform during these years – they did not wish to
prejudice Masterman’s business.
Richard Phillips’ Company
After Masterman died in 1803 his company split in
two, and a Richard Phillips engaged some of the
actors and took over part of the old Masterman
circuit. This company played at Haverforwest from
October to December 1805. However, it seems that
Phillips’s artistic standards were not very high, and
he shortly lost out to the Drury Lane actor, Andrew
Cherry, who had been appointed manager of the
Theatre Royal in Swansea.
Andrew Cherry’s Swansea Company
Based at the Theatre Royal in Swansea, Andrew
Cherry would take his company for occasional visits
on a circuit which from 1808 included Carmarthen,
Haverfordwest, Brecon, Abergavenny and Cardiff .
Between 1809 – 1811 this company included the
young, unknown Edmund Kean. Kean certainly
played the Theatre, Haverfordwest in April 1810, and
in a letter from that time praises the town and its
audiences, and boasts that he himself is a great
favourite in the town. The following year Kean had
great success in “The Young Quaker” where his skill
as a swordsman was evident in an exciting and much
praised stage duel. He earned extra money by giving
fencing lessons to the young gentry of the town.
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John W. Potter’s Company
The wheel came full circle for the Potter family in 1817: J.T. Potter, the former strolling player who became a
printer in the town, had handed down his theatrical enthusiasm to his descendant, J.W. Potter. John W. Potter,
who had been born in Haverfordwest, made the town his headquarters for the next generation of travelling
players, performing regular seasons at Haverfordwest, Pembroke, Cardigan and Aberystwyth. He was quickly
offered the position of manager of the Tenby Theatre, and he remained a significant figure in the West Wales
touring circuit until the 1830s
Mr Bass and his company
But times were changing, and by the 1830s Haverfordwest ceased to welcome theatre companies. Religious
pressures persuaded the local magistrates to deny performing licenses on many occasions, and the town became
known as a bigoted community as far as travelling players were concerned. A Mr Bass succeeded in obtaining
a license to perform and opened a season on May 18th 1840, but lack of support and poor attendances forced
him to close within two months. It would be several decades before theatre would once more flourish in
Haverfordwest.

TOWN HALL
In 1769 the Town Hall presented the Portsmouth Company of Comedians in a “Concert of Vocal and
Instrumental music”, and in between musical items the company would offer a “rehearsal” of the play “The
Roman Father” . There was an admission charge for the concert, but the “rehearsal” was being performed free
of charge. This was clearly a means of exploiting a loophole in the licence requirements for dramatic
performances.
Similarly in October 1773 Monsieur Le Sieur Rea (actually an Irishman in spite of his “French” title), toured
his “Grand Medley” through Welsh towns, and played five nights at the Town Hall . This was a musical
presentation (not requiring a licence) and the comedy items and monologues were performed free of charge in
between the musical items.

MASONIC HALL
1872 Opened
1925 Remodelled and fitted out as a theatre
1980s Converted into a nightclub and disco
The Masonic Hall in Picton Place is a very imposing building fronted with six Corinthian columns and a
pediment. It cost £2,000 to build. From its earliest days it was made available for visiting fit-up theatre
companies, playing a season of stock plays from the Hilliard Company in 1883, and a three-night run of the
pantomime “Little Jack Horner” in 1885. Visiting pantomimes were annual features at the Masonic Hall, and
in the first decade of the 20th Century the Hall was in regular use for theatre shows, ranging from Pierrot
concerts to Shakespeare seasons from the F.R. Benson Company.
From 1913 onwards use of the Masonic Hall
declined due to competition from the newly
opened Palace cine-variety theatre.
Although the Palace was chiefly offering
variety turns in between the films, it would
regularly make itself available for a big
theatre production.
Accordingly the
Masonic Hall became more and more
identified with concerts, public events and
the very occasional dramatic production.
In 1925 the building underwent extensive
alterations, installing new stage equipment,
up-to-date theatre lighting, and providing
extra dressing rooms. It had a seating
capacity of 650, and was now in the business
of attracting top-quality shows.
However, it had yet another competitor in
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the recently built County Theatre, and gradually a pattern emerged where the Masonic Hall was generally the
home for light entertainment like “The Merry Wags” and the touring revues; the County became the home of
straight plays; and the Palace was chiefly used as a cinema. This general pattern lasted up to the Second World
War.
Although the Masonic Hall remained in occasional entertainment use, it would eventually, and inappropriately,
become a nightclub and disco, under a series of different managements and names. Under its most recent
conversion it is licensed for 590 for the main ground floor venue with a further 220 customers in the basement,
and equipped with kitchens, two bars, lounge areas and two separate sound systems able to be used
independently on the two levels. It is a listed building.

WHITE’S PALACE/ NEW PALACE CINEMA
1913
1916
1995
1996
1998
1999
2003

Opened as White’s Palace in the converted Corn Exchange
Improved stage facilities created, and proper tip-up seating installed.
Balcony closed on safety grounds
Closed through water damage
Re-opened as the Plaza Palace
Closed through bankruptcy
Renovated and re-opened with two screens

White’s Palace Cine-variety was originally built as the Corn Exchange and owned by Sidney White. It opened
with a mix of cinema and variety acts on 28th July 1913, seating 1,000, presumably on long benches. The
opening attractions included the film "Zuma – Queen of the Gypsies" plus comedians, singers, and a clogdancing display.
Curiously for the time, it seems the novelty of moving pictures was less appealing for the Haverfordwest
audience than elsewhere in the region. The film shows began to occupy a smaller and smaller proportion of the
evening’s entertainment, and the Palace began to present more short plays and 30 minute comedy sketches as
the main attraction. To accommodate this new policy, improved stage facilities were created, and the seating
was upgraded with plush tip-up seats,
reducing the capacity to around 800. In
March 1916 Sidney White booked the
Desmond and Gorman Repertory Company to
perform one week entirely given over to plays
– no film shows at all – and this was so
successful that he promptly re-booked the
company for a month’s straight repertory
season.
The Palace changed hands at some before the
end of the Great War, and the new owner, Mr
Barger, carried on the policy of staging
predominantly straight drama – during one
week in 1921 he staged George Bernard
Shaw’s “Fanny’s First Play” and the very
controversial “Pygmalion”. There was some
controversy when the local Watch Committee
allowed the notorious “bloody” word to be
used.
However, the following year things had
changed. The Palace was up for auction as a
going concern, and the new owners ran the
venue chiefly as a cinema with the occasional
three or four-day live show, with titles like
“Celtic Follies” and “A Little Bit of Fluff”.
With the arrival of the sound era the Palace
seems to have dropped live shows altogether,
and from then onwards became the town’s
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main cinema. By 1937 it was managed by West of England Cinemas Ltd. Unfortunately by 1995, the balcony
was deemed unsafe and the cinema operated on a ‘stalls only’ policy. A heavy rainstorm in November 1996
caused the evacuation of the cinema, when water got into the electrics, and as a result of the forced repairs,
plans were put forward to refurbish the building and create a second screen on the premises.
The Palace was sold to the owners of the Port Talbot Plaza Cinema, and re-opened on 24th May 1998 using the
stalls area only, and renaming it the Plaza Palace - but just a year later the new proprietors went into
receivership, and the future of the cinema was in doubt. However, the building was saved (and given a Grade
II listing) and in January 2003 a second screen was added in spare space in the building, leaving the original
auditorium intact. The two screens have seating capacities of 362 and 150 respectively.

SUPER CINEMA / COUNTY THEATRE
1923
1930s
1970s
1980s

Opened as the Super Cinema
Name changed to County Theatre
Closed.
Demolished

The town’s County Theatre opened in 1923 and seems
originally to have been known as the Super Cinema
with a seating capacity of up to 1,000. However, as a
super cinema, it was, from the outset , equipped with
full stage facilities and a very tall fly-tower, and was
clearly intended for use as a live theatre as well as a
cinema. At the time it opened it was heavily criticised
as a “luminous red-brick monstrosity” There appears
to be no regular record of live shows at the venue until
the mid 1930s, after which it seems to have spent the
next four decades mainly staging live shows, with the County operating as a live theatre, and the Palace as a
cinema.
Its theatrical heyday came after the War, and through the 1940s and 1950s it was hugely popular with shows
ranging from revues like “This was the Army” and “Les Fleurettes” to the Don Ross Imperial Circus, and
seasons of repertory plays from companies such as Harry Hansen’s. In November 1957 a newspaper review
stated “Last week Haverfordwest County played its first Variety Bill for a long time with Gladys Morgan and
her family, The Zodiacs, Eddie Fox and Beryl, Idris and Belle. The Sensational Shermans, Lorne Leslie, the
Geddes Brothers and Revel and Janetta.”
Throughout these years the County was known
for its annual pantomimes, which were popular,
long-running, and an established part of the
Christmas family celebrations for the people of
Haverfordwest. Special favourites were the
1948-9 “Aladdin” with Sandy Powell; the
following year’s “Cinderella”; the 1958-9
“Dick Whittington” with Alan Gale and Sandra
Wells;
and the 1959-60 “Jack and the
Beanstalk” with Molicia performing her
fountain act.
The County closed towards the end of the 1970s
and was later demolished.
Gladys Morgan

Sandy Powell

MERLIN THEATRE
This is a 220 seat multi-purpose cinema/theatre and lecture hall on the campus of the Pembrokeshire College.
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HIRWAUN
Portables & Fit-Ups
Charles Phelp’s Pantomime
In 1887 a touring production of “Cinderella” played several towns and villages in the valleys under the
direction of Charles H. Phelps. It seems this was a fit-up company, and therefore played inside existing
premises, rather than touring its own portable theatre. It played a week at Aberavon, followed by a week at
Hirwain – announced as playing in the “town hall”.

Haggar’sTheatre
In November 1910 Haggar’s portable variety show and bioscope visited the region for a few weeks.

VICTORIA HALL
1876 Opened as a public hall
1890 Remodelled as a theatre
1916 Closed and replaced with new building.
Used as the Hirwaun billiards hall
?
Original hall demolished
This opened in 1876 in Cross Street, designed as a multi-purpose public hall and assembly rooms. From early
on it was used by the occasional touring fit-up theatre company. In February 1887 Charles H. Phelps brought
his touring pantomime “Cinderella” to the hall as part of a tour of the valleys. No one could have foreseen the
success of this show: people were turned away night after night and the show earned itself a considerable
profit. This inspired the local business firm of Mr D. Thomas and Sons to take over the hall, upgrade it, and
run it as a full-time theatre.
In 1890 he announced the “new” hall was now opened for dramatic and other purposes. It would hold around
1,000 people and was equipped with a first class set of stock scenery
which had been purchased from the designer Mr Paine of Aberdare. The
Victoria Hall was a proscenium arch theatre and had two dressing rooms.
It was first and foremost a live theatre: on the rare occasions when films
were shown they were a small part of the evening’s entertainment.
The Victoria Hall presented a wide-ranging programme including the
plays “Jo, my Sweetheart” and “East Lynne” and variety shows like
1895’s “Sunbeam” Company”. The review for “Sunbeam” said: “Miss
Gwenllian Lloyd with her sweet fresh voice wins at once enthusiastic
applause. The Fantleys, musical experts, are clever. Miss Lilian
Hastings proves herself a serio-comic singer and dancer of merit.
Madame Onzalo’s performance with snakes and crocodiles is fascinating
in a peculiar way. There are several other turns, the most notable being
Llewellyn Lloyd.” (”Snakes and crocodiles”!?)
The first mention of films comes in 1908 when the Victoria Hall is
offering “Hugh Dempsey’s Animated Pictures and High Class Variety
Company”, but films do not get mentioned again until 1915, when the
programme on offer is “Oscarius and Miss Mela, mimics, contortionists,
imitators of birds, animals and musical instruments, with a lion tamer’s
comedy parody, plus a filmed display of King Albert of the Belgians in
the trenches.” (And they wonder why music hall died??!)
In 1916 it was decided to build a new Hall to serve as an up-to-date cinevariety theatre. When the new hall was ready, the old hall was,
apparently used for a while as a billiards club, and eventually
demolished.
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THE NEW VICTORIA HALL/ PALACE CINEMA
1916
1930s
1950s
?
2000

Opened as the New Victoria Hall ?
Used almost exclusively for films
Changed its name to the Palace Cinema?
Closed?
Demolished

There is some confusion about this venue. As early as 1915 an act called The Three Rollasons advertised their
great success the previous week at the Victoria Palace, Hirwain, but the Hirwaun Historical Society states the
Victoria Hall was demolished and replaced with the “New Victoria Hall” in 1916, and that this new building
later changed its name to the Palace.
However, there was a Palace Cinema in existence alongside the Victoria Hall between 1910 and 1916, since
both venues were advertising concurrent shows – live variety at one, and films at the other. A photograph of the
Palace from around 1910 shows it to be a substantial building, and it is clearly advertised as a cinema. It seems
strange that the New Victoria Hall would adopt the same name as the earlier cinema.
Because the New Victoria and the Palace are stated to be the same building, what happened to the old Palace?
Was it demolished, and then years later its name was revived in a separate building?
Live shows at the Victoria Hall (it doesn’t seem to have ever used the name “New Victoria Hall”) gradually
disappeared at the start of the 1920s, and, co-inciding with the era of talking pictures, the theatre installed
sound equipment and re-seated the venue. From then until the end of the 1940s the Victoria Hall was used as a
cinema. Cinema historians suggest the town’s cinema was known as the Victoria until around 1950, and the
Palace thereafter, confirming that the “new” Victoria Hall and the Hirwain Palace were one and the same
building.
Some local help is needed to sort this out!

PALACE THEATRE
1910
?
?
2000

Opened
Closed
The name was later revived at the New Victoria?
Demolished

The first reference to a Palace Theatre in Hirwain is in 1910. It was a cine-variety and occupied a corner site,
with the entrance facing Brecon Road. It had an imposing arched entrance beneath a square tower, with the
name “Palace” displayed very prominently. The stage had a 22ft proscenium and a seating capacity of 650. In
its first few years it offered a mix of variety turns and film shows: in November 1910 the variety act between
the films was “Clive and Vera in their novelty scena ‘The Squire and the Dairymaid’ with a life-size
mechanical cow and other effects”. But certainly by the start of the Great War the variety acts had disappeared
and the Palace was a “films-only” venue. In March 1917 the Palace manager, Mr J. Desmond, placed an
advert: “Wanted immediately, operator-electrician (Power’s Machine), National Gas Engine”, and after this
date there seem to be no further
references to live acts, and the Palace is
always advertised as a cinema.
Since the New Victoria Hall had opened
in 1916, and the Palace was still in
existence in 1917, this means they were,
indeed, separate buildings.
Cinema
enthusiasts say that through the 30s and
40s the town’s only cinema was the
Victoria, and from the 50s onwards the
town’s only cinema was the Palace.
Historians say the Victoria changed its
name to the Palace Cinema in the 1950s.
So, what happened to the old Palace
building?
More information is needed.
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KENFIG HILL
Haggar’s Palace
Will Haggar’s Palace, a portable cine-variety, was erected at Kenfig Hill in July 1913, when the star attraction
was the ventriloquist Grieve, who worked with seven different “dummies” in the course of the show.

WELFARE HALL
1928 Opened
?
Used as a Leisure Centre?
The Welfare Hall opened on August 18th 1928 at a cost of £12,000, with the money raised from donations made
by local miners. It contained a cinema, dance hall and café in addition to its committee rooms and other
facilities. The auditorium had a seating capacity of around 450. It was later redeveloped as a community
leisure centre.

The Cinema
1914
1935
1936
????

Opened by now
Closed and in voluntary liquidation
Reopened under new management
Closed? Demolished?

This was a locally managed 500 seat business, originally owned by the Kenfig Hill Cinema Company. It was
located at the bottom of Pwyllygath Street and was regularly advertised from 1914 onwards. In June of that
year the variety acts included Epps and Cadbury in their “screaming absurdity” “Spifkin’s Debut”, along with
Fred Oxo, “the beefy comedian”, and Mark Morton’s Mannikins, “presenting dwarf humanity in a highly
humorous form”.
For a two month period in 1915 the Charles Fortescue Repertory Company presented a season of plays with a
company of ten actors performing a different play each night in genuine repertoire. There is no mention of film
shows in their advertising, so it is possible the building was used exclusively as a live theatre during this time.
In December 1935 the company went into voluntary liquidation, and the building was taken over by a new
company the following year.
More information needed.
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KIDWELLY
TOWN HALL
1888 Opened
2001 Closed and left empty
2013 Plans to restore the almost derelict building
The Kidwelly Town Hall opened in 1888 and was a Gothic
style, chapel-like building in the Causeway. The ground floor
was originally a covered market, whilst the first floor contained
a public hall and a reading room. The Hall was the main source
of live entertainment from the 1890s up to the First World War.
In its early years it operated on an occasional basis, presenting
“respectable” shows only, often local amateur players
performing for charity: in March 1893 Miss Tempest and her
Company gave a triple bill consisting of “Domestic
Squabbles”, “A Noble Revenge” and “The Silent Woman” in aid of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Children; in April 1894 “Miss Edith Edwards and Miss Theresa L. Rees, two members of the Royal Welsh Ladies
Choir, Mr Willi Griffiths, a clever flautist, and Miss Edith Tudor, an effective dramatic elocutionist, took part
together with others in a very interesting concert.”
However, it was not long before the Town Hall gave in to commercial pressure, and regularly staged popular
attractions including the play “Trilby” with Riddel Robinson as Svengali, and Miss E. Raffles-Brooke in the title role,
the Virginia Minstrels, and, at the turn of the century, the first of a series of highly popular pantomimes, “Aladdin”.
A sign of the forthcoming major changes in popular entertainment came in May 1901 when the newspapers recorded
“A concert given Miss Bessie Phillips, Miss Jennie Lyric and Mr Campbell Thomas, with “some excellent animated
photographs shown by the Bioscope by Mr Haydn Williams.” The profits were devoted towards the local reading
room and institution. Over the next decade the Town Hall provided a regular and varied selection of plays, variety
shows, and pantomimes, and several repertory seasons, often staged by the local Hopkins Brothers. But by the end of
the Edwardian era the Town Hall was losing out to cinema audiences, and gradually it ceased to be the heart of
entertainment in Kidwelly.
At the start of the new Millennium the Town Hall was closed and left unused, and for the next twelve years fell into
decay. In 2013 it was finally leased to the town’s Heritage Trust and there are plans to renovate and bring it back into
community use.

Kidwelly Cinema
1936
1951
1970s
1990
2010

Opened
Some renovation and remodelling
Closed
Converted into a pub
Converted into a shop

The Kidwelly Cinema in Causeway Street had a small stage area, some 18ft wide and just 7ft deep, and was equipped
with two dressing rooms. It was intended for use as a cine-variety, and had a seating capacity of just 300. (In the
1950s this was reduced to around 250 in order to accommodate improved technical equipment and fire-exits.)
The original owner, Mr. T. Foy, seems to have operated it more as
a hobby than a business, though it did have a number of profitable
years during the war. The cinema changed hands in 1951 and after
the first few years the new owner, Mr. A.R. Thomas, struggled to
make it pay, facing competition from television, from bigger and
better cinemas in the surrounding towns, and from distribution
restrictions imposed by the main film distributors. Somewhere
towards the end of the 1960s or start of the 1970s the cinema
closed. The building was converted into the Salt Rock Pub with a
cinema theme in 1990, but that use ceased early in the new
millennium, and in 2010 the cinema was converted into a retail
warehouse.
More information is needed.

