Bicycles and Saxophones, The Elliott-Savonas Troupe

Mike Brubaker, 26 February 2022
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Source: Milner Library, Illinois State University
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In December 1897, London's theatrical trade paper, The Era, ran it's weekly directory
of acts then touring the theaters and music halls of Britain. In the center of

the D to H column was a notice:

ELLIOTTS and SAVONAS, the Marvelous
Electric Musicians and Safety Cyclists, Permanent
address, 42. St. Paul's-road. Middlebrough-on-Tees.

They were a troupe of entertainers who performed in two separate and completely
different acts. The first was as the Cycling Elliotts and the second was as
the Musical Savonas. This multi-talented ensemble of seven siblings (Mostly, but
more on that later.) got their start in show business as a circus family of trick cyclists.
In the 1880s they expanded their act, becoming a musical ensemble that played an
amazing number of instruments, notably on the saxophone.
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The Elliotts, 1903
Source: University of Amsterdam, Theatercollectie

This colorful poster of the Elliotts dates from 1903. Framed across the center is a
picture of the four brothers and three sisters dressed in "civilian" attire. In one
corner is a vignette of the Elliotts as "the Musical Savonas" dressed in quasi-18th
century costumes with seven saxophones. In another corner are the Elliotts as "the
Worlds Cycling Wonders" wearing fancy acrobatic leotards and posing with a bicycle.
In 1898 they appeared as the headline attraction at the People's Palace in Bristol,
England.
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The Seven Savonas, "musical marvels", were the same performers as the Elliotts, the
"wonderful acrobatic safety cyclists". "Engaged at enormous expense" they appeared
at the People's Palace alongside various comedians, two knockabout drolls, song &
dance artists, and a head and hand balancer act. The Palace announced that the
Savonas electrical stage fit-up used "over 400 8-candle power lamps." Their cycle act
came later in the show after "The Academy, the laughable sketch by the renowned
Collinson combination". Ticket were at "popular prices, 3d to 2s 6d."

The Elliott troupe consisted of Catherine Thompson Elliot, also known as Kate, born
1868; Thomas Elliott, aka Tom, born 1870; James Elliott, aka Jim, born 1871; Mary
Rand Elliott, aka Polly, born 1878; Matthew Albert Elliott, aka Little Dot, born 1878;
Amphlett Elliott, aka Harry, born 1880; and possibly May Elliott, a step-sister born
in 1883; or maybe a cousin, Dorothy Ann Elliott, aka Little Annie; or maybe, Tina
Elliott, a wife of one of the brothers; or perhaps someone else unrelated but brought
on to fill a vacant spot in the Elliott troupe. This was how show business worked
then, and still does today. A successful high class act could never really disappear as
long as suitable substitutes could be hired to keep the show on the road.

The patriarch of the show was James Bedford Elliott (1846—1906), a blacksmith
from Middlesbrough, Yorkshire, England. As a young man he developed a passion for
cycling, becoming both a bicycle racer and trick rider. He started first on the high-
wheel penny-farthing or "ordinary”, and then moved to the so-called safety bicycle,
which became the modern bicycle. His ambition led Elliott to set up his own bicycle
shop, building cycles to his own designs. But it was after starting a family with his
first wife Mary Thompson when his two oldest, Tom and Catherine, demanded that
he make cycles for them, that James discovered just what clever, nimble children
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were capable of. Both children proved to be adept riders and were soon able to
demonstrate progressively more extreme stunts. Their younger siblings quickly
followed, and by the 1880s James had enough cycling talent in his family to form a
show good enough for the circus.
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Source: Milner Library, Illinois State University

Inspired by his children's agility and balance, Elliott began fabricating novel child-
size bicycles and tricycles. One concept that Elliott called a unicycle were terrifying
cycle skates which attached a wheel to each foot. Another equally precarious
invention, inspired by how his son Tom could pedal round and round in small


https://digital.library.illinoisstate.edu/digital/collection/p15990coll5/id/386
https://blogger.googleusercontent.com/img/a/AVvXsEhxif6y4GIoxAMs8EQpkHONT2vmvDYcKmuYCatb33ELpI2KSYzcy-blNZyUorocE-4vYkSVOAeoaZJUst7ZENLsMc2eZagsUUJCPRnJHUtHPYaCe_XX3GVR_6tM5VwPBhOfW17lmsKXM9x2AtIk0bVh-sWHwx79rGK1XsaxC6OO5aqtv0QHIvWfe7BG=s759

circles, was a large revolving table that rotated powered by a crank mechanism.
When Tom was on it he would propel himself counter to the rotation, creating an
illusion of stationary motion. This contraption had a platform just large enough for
all four of the Elliott children to ride around on their high wheel machines. It was a
stunt that deserved to be seen by a larger audience, so in the late 1870s James Elliott
and his family joined a circus company.

After gaining some celebrity in Europe, in the spring of 1883 the Elliott family left
England for New York City where they were engaged by P. T. Barnum's Greatest
Show on Earth and Cooper & Bailey's Great London Circus for a grand tour of the
U.S. and Canada. Its first shows were set for a two week run at Madison Square
Gardens beginning on March 26, 1883. The Elliott cyclists were booked for the

circus's center ring that season. But there was a little problem with the city
authorities.
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The New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, established only a
few years before in 1874, objected to the performance of the Elliott children, charging
that their act was in violation of the city's child protection and labor laws. A warrant
was issued for the arrest of the circus owners, Phineas T. Barnum, J. L. Hutchinson,
and J. A. Bailey, as well as the children's father, James Elliot. After covering the
$300 bond for each of them, P. T. Barnum arranged for a special demonstration of
the Elliott cycle act in front of 400 invited guests that included the district attorney,
the police court's judges and officers, and several prominent physicians to judge for
themselves if the act was harming the children in any way. After seeing the Elliott's
performance, the medical fraternity "fully approved the exercises of the Elliott
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children upon the unicycle and bicycle, and that [there was] no detriment, morally or
physically, to them." The charges were removed and the Elliott's act could go on. All
across the country, newspapers major and minor, reported on the incident. P. T.
Barnum was a master at getting free advertisement.

On April 22, Barnum's circus left New York for two weeks in Brooklyn. The Elliott
family just missed crossing the East River on the new Brooklyn Bridge which would
open a month later on May 24th. The next cities on the route were in Philadelphia,
Baltimore, and Washington D.C. before the circus headed west. The circus would not
stop until reaching Hannibal, Missouri on October 20th after which it returned to
Barnum's winter quarters in Bridgeport, Connecticut.

The total journey of the Barnum, Cooper & Baily's circus was calculated at 9,932
miles for 180 working days, not counting cancellations due to rain. The various acts
thrilled audiences under the big main tent, 377 ft x 216 ft, by appearing
simultaneously in three rings, a Barnum innovation. There were four additional tents
for the menagerie, museum, dressing rooms, and side show. Altogether Barnum
employed 650 people that traveled in 59 railroad cars. Besides the performers,
bands, crew, tents, wagons, and equipment, the circus also took along 249 horses; 22
ponies; 29 elephants, including the great Jumbo brought over in 1880 from the
London Zoo; and 25 camels.

All this information and more is recorded in the 1883 Diary or Route Book of P. T.
Barnum's Greatest Show on Earth, which meticulously records the effects of weather
on the gigantic circus company and gives daily reports on incidents like ill health,
accidents, and injuries suffered by animals and humans alike. For the six Elliott
children it must have been an amazing adventure, but it was also a lot of work.
Excepting Sunday when there was no performance of the circus, every day required
setting up tents and displays, marching in a parade, performing a single or even
double show, and later that night dismantling everything to move on to the next city.
To succeed the Elliotts needed to learn the harsh discipline of circus life. Evidently it
agreed with them as they went on to join other circuses and traveled the world with
their trick bicycles.

But in a few years the Cycling Elliotts transformed
into the Savonas with saxophones.
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The Elliott~Savonas, 1910
Source: University of Amsterdam, Theatercollectie

In 1910 the seven Elliott~Savonas armed a full array of saxophones appeared on a
poster "in a Spectacle Musical Act" that would have delighted Mozart. Dressed in
red, white, and gold, quasi-18th century costumes, the illustration gives us a better
idea than their sepia tone postcard of what their stage show looked like. The Elliotts
had been entertaining audiences for over thirty years together, but the bicycles and
leotards were gone and instead were replaced with saxophones and powdered wigs.
They also added a kind of suffix to their name, the Savonas. This double name, not to
mention the two separate acts, made it a difficult challenge for me to find references
that identified them as the same seven people. But finding out how the Elliotts
transformed their cycling act into a musical concert ensemble seemed an impossible
question to answer.

But amazingly the explanation came from Mr. James B. Elliott himself in a December
1900 interview that he gave to a reporter from the Midland Daily Telegraph. It was
reprinted in March 1901 by the Chatham & Rochester News. The article's title reads:
The Savonas' Saxaphone (sic) Band
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2 March 1901

In the long story J. B. Elliott explains that 20 odd years before he had heard a
saxophone for the first time and been impressed by its appearance and tone. As his
young children were musically inclined, he bought one for his son who learned to
play it. Soon, just like with the cycling, the other siblings became jealous and asked to
get a saxophone too, so Elliott ordered a full set, soprano to bass, from the Buffet Co.
of Paris, the premier maker of woodwind instruments. Having traveled through
Cuba, North and South America, Europe, and the United Kingdom, Mr. Elliott had
never met or heard of another saxophone band like his children's septet, so he
considered them a very unique musical ensemble.

The group also performed as a brass band following the British style
instrumentation, and had plans to add a septet of ocarinas. The Elliott~Savonas
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concert also used a large organ keyboard on stage, sets of sleigh bells; marimbas
from South America; bells from Java bought at the Chicago's World's Fair in 1893;
and many other novelty instruments they had discovered on their travels. They
sometimes advertised that they played over 50 instruments in their show.

Though it is not mentioned in Mr. Elliot's interview, I learned from a recent article
on the Elliott family troupe, that the name Savonas was coined by Elliott from the
French word for soap, savon. Considering the Elliott family's long experience
working in a circus environment, soap was likely an old family joke.
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Sadly, James Bedford Elliott, died suddenly at Jarrow-on-Tyne on 22 May 1906 after
returning from a trip. He was just 60 years old. Though they had retired from cycling
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just before his death, his children kept their instrumental act going and in 1912 the
Musical Savonas planned a return to America for a coast to coast tour.

In the notice promoting their performance in Spokane, Washington at the Orpheum
Theatre, the local newspaper printed a picture of the Elliotts dressed in the same
18th century outfits but holding brass instruments instead of saxophones. With so
many instruments, costumes, and stage props, the Musical Savonas traveled with
more equipment than the typical shows of the time. This was the final golden age of
vaudeville theater and the competition was tough for every entertainer. You had to
find a hook to keep the public's attention.

San Fransisco Examiner
30 June 1912

In June 1912 the artist for the San Fransisco Examiner concocted a montage of the
different headline acts playing the city's theatres that week. Borrowing from the same
photo with brass instruments he places the Musical Savonas at no. 4. To the right, at
no. 5, are the American stage and screen actors, Richard Bennett (1870-1944) and
his wife, Mabel Adrienne Morrison (1883-1940). {I'm not certain, but I think they
are appearing in a play adaptation of Cabbages and Kings, a 1904 novel/short story
collection set in a fictitious Central American country called the Republic of
Anchuria. The author was O. Henry, aka William Sydney Porter (1862—1910) who
happens to be a favorite writer of mine and who is buried in a cemetery just a 5
minute walk from my home here in Asheville, North Carolina.}

To the left of the Savonas are three men in Scottish kilts with bagpipes, the Gordon
Highlanders. Next to them at no. 2 is a woman dressed in a kind of military tunic
representing the Musical Nosses. They were another family band that played a wide
variety of instruments and enjoyed a very long success playing the vaudeville circuit.
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I wrote their story in November 2020, The Noss Family Band - Practice Makes
Perfect. And on the far left at no. 1 is another woman, Sophie Tucker (1886—1966).
This Russian-born American singer was just getting starting in show business, but
would soon be recognized as one of the most popular entertainers in the country. She
was also earned a reputation as a comedian, actress, and radio personality, and went
by the nickname "The Last of the Red-Hot Mamas".
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Kansas City MO Star
14 September 1912

Later that summer the artist for the Kansas City Star made up a sketch of Mrs. M.
Elliott with the Musical Savonas. She is holding an alto saxophone and dressed in an
elaborate baroque gown. They were playing at another Orpheum theatre again, part
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of the Orpheum Circuit, a chain of vaudeville and later cinema theatres. It was
founded in 1886 by the theatrical impresario Gustav Walter who built the first
Orpheum in San Fransisco, and then expanded to other major cities on the West
Coast and in the Midwest. This allowed the agency to make it profitable for an act
like the Elliott~Savonas to tour the country following the major rail lines.

The few references that I found on the Elliott~Savona's music focuses on their
arrangements of standard concert band works by composers like John Philip Sousa
and, no doubt, others from the circus band repertoire. Unlike with formal concert
groups, vaudeville acts usually did not print a program and were rarely given a
proper artistic review by newspaper music critics. While this was the era of ragtime,
the saxophone sound in jazz, blues, and rock music was still decades away in the
future. Most likely the Musical Savonas, with their English background, played light
dance music such as waltzes and polkas, patriotic tunes, opera overtures or arias, and
maybe a bit of ragtime that was familiar to their audiences. There is no mention of
singing though that's certainly plausible for talented musicians in a family band to
do.

The Elliotts returned to England in 1913 and in the following year scheduled a tour of
Australia. During the summer of 1914 they were in Sydney and Melbourne
negotiating dates for a tour of Germany when war broke out across Europe.
Fortunately the deal with a German theatrical agency fell through and in September
1914 the Elliotts were able to get back to Britain rather than be arrested as enemy
aliens in Germany and placed in an internment camp. {For more on that sticky
problem, read my story, The Role of a Lifetime}
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23 August 1916

During the war years, the Elliott men were now too old for military service, but as the
Elliott~Savonas they served on the British theatre circuit, appearing often in London.
In August 1916 they played the Palladium and the notice in the Daily Mirror was just
above the classified ads for Missing Soldiers, heartbreaking appeals by family
members desperate for any information on their sons and husbands lost and missing
in action.

I SATURDAY, JULY 13th, 1918.

THE ELLIOTT-SAVONAS,

Illustrated Leicester Chronicle
13 July 1918

A photo of eight Elliott~Savonas with their brass instruments made the pages of
the Illustrated Leicester Chronicle in July 1918. A fourth women was now part of the
group. The grainy image looks as ancient as if it was taken in the 18th century. As the
Elliott siblings were moving into their fifth decade they must have recognized that
the musical times were changing. In a few years the Musical Savonas would play their
last engagement, fold up their costumes, sell or give away their instruments. Like
Mozart led to Beethoven led to Brahms, the music changed key and audiences moved
on to different kind of entertainment.
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The Elliotts as the Musical Savonas, 1903
Source: University of Amsterdam, Theatercollectie

* ¥ *

This story is based entirely on a quirky postcard of an oddly dressed saxophone
ensemble. There were no postmarks or messages clues, only an English publisher in
Bristol to mark the postcard's location. They looked like professional musicians.
After all, who would dress like that unless they were paid? But it was impossible to
know who they were or what kind of group they were without tracking down the
single clue on the postcard's caption, Elliott~Savonas.

As a family band the Elliotts were not unlike many of the families of musicians that
I've featured on this blog. They were talented kids, even gifted, and they had parents
who fostered that inate passion for music. But unlike the other family bands, the
Elliotts came into music after they were already established performers in an
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incredibly different pursuit. How many people try a career at trick cycling and then
pick up the saxophone? And succeed? So many questions and too few answers.

We can't know at what level of musicianship the Elliotts performed on saxophones,
nor for that matter, on what level their cycling stunts might be measured today. All
we know is that they received generous praise for both and enjoyed a long career
entertaining people around the world. That took skill, talent, and endurance to
achieve. It's the first rule of show business. Box office sales prove an artist's worth.

The Cycling Elliotts were not the first bicycle circus act, but James Elliot's idea for his
children were clearly innovative. It surely inspired other acrobatic families to imitate
them and pushed the boundaries for extreme sports. How many boys and girls
dreamed of getting on a bicycle after watching the Elliotts cavort around their
revolving table?

Likewise, the notion of a saxophone band was not new, but creating one out of a
family of seven siblings who played a soprano, two altos, two tenors,a baritone, and
bass saxophone? That was a shrewd choice by their father. And to dress them in 18th
century costume? That was genius. I believe that countless people, adults and
children, were inspired to pick up the saxophone after hearing the Musical Savonas
perform. When the Elliotts first performed in the 1890s the public thought the
saxophone was a peculiar foreign instrument. Even professional band directors were
still trying to figure out where to place these shiny brass/reed instruments. Little did
anyone know what fantastic music the saxophone would make in the 20th century.

CODA:

The Musical Savonas stopped playing in the 1920s, but that didn't stop the next
generation from keeping the Elliott musical tradition alive, if not its trick cycling
heritage. It is rare for me to find a detailed personal history on forgotten performers,
but much of the story I've written here was first presented in a delightful
biography, Tommy Elliott and the Musical Elliotts written by Viona Elliott Lane,
Randall Merris, and Chris Algar.

Tommy Elliott, born Thomas Varley, (1902—1987) started his career in the British
music hall circuit as a single act playing concertina and cornet. As a young man from
South Shields, Durham he happened one week to be on the same bill as the Musical
Savonas, where he met Hazel Elliott, one of Jame B. Elliott's granddaughters. A
spark of mutual admiration led them to form a new troupe of eight musicians called
Hazel Elliott and Her Candies which found success in the 1920s. Hazel and Tommy
also fell in love and married in 1924, Tommy changing his name to Elliott. In the
1930s they started another variety group with other family members and artists that
they called The Seven Elliotts. Then in the 1940s Tommy, Hazel and their daughter,
Viona, one of the authors, then age eleven, became The Musical Elliots.

After playing his concertina in music halls, cinemas, and variety shows from 1923 to
1980, Tommy Elliott had a career that put him on stage with hundreds of
entertainment stars of stage, screen, and television. But this is really a story for
another postcard. With apologies, I have drastically condensed Tommy Elliott's
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remarkable life into this postscript on the first Elliott~Savonas troupe, but I highly
recommend downloading his biography to anyone who wants to learn more about
this entertainer's history. The bit about Tommy playing his concertina in Berlin for
Eva Braun, Hitler's girl friend is well worth the effort.
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