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The Corso, Manly, 1855 – 1990 
 

Address to the Manly, Warringah, Pittwater Historical Society, 6 August 2002 
 
 
 

Summary. 
 

The Corso, Manly, 1855 – 1900 
 
Rome’s famous Via del Corso, lined by handsome Renaissance palaces, took its 
name from the horse races run there by Pope Paul II in the 15th century. 
 
However, Manly’s Corso, which first appeared in H G Smith’s ‘Ellensville’ plan of 
1855, struggled for prosperity during the first 30 years of Manly village life. 
 
At first, The Corso’s businesses were hampered by dependence on H G Smith’s 
private capital for local investment and transport; and by early confusion in 
Smith’s own ‘vision’ between the role of The Corso and the grand boulevards 
envisioned for ‘Ellensville – Montpellier’ and, later, ‘Brighton’. 
 
The Corso had a tiny local market of only 34 households to serve in Manly in 1861; 
and only 161 households in 1880, three years after Manly’s incorporation as a 
municipality. 
 
The years 1855-85 tell of frequent commercial loss; rapid turnover of businesses 
and households isolated from Sydney; and turbulent social change. 
 
Yet from uncertain beginnings, The Corso and ‘New Brighton’ (as Sands’ Directory 
called Manly) ended the 1880s land boom with a new vitality, more stable growth 
and secure foundations for its future dominance of Manly-Warringah’s commercial 
and cultural life over the next 75 years. 
 
 
 
The Early History of The Corso, Manly 1855-1885. 
 
Introduction: 
 
The Corso, Manly was designed and named by Henry Gilbert Smith, the ‘father of 
Manly’, after Via del Corso in Rome – the 1500 metre boulevarde from Piazza del 
Popolo to Piazza Venezia, following the ancient route of the Via Flaminia. 
 
The Via del Corso in Rome took its name from the famous horse races organized by 
Pope Paul II in the 15th century.  It is still lined with handsome Renaissance 
palaces, and is now the main street of central Rome, with fashionable shops and 
crowded cafes. 
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The Corso, Manly, first appears in 1855 in H G Smith’s grand plan for Manly, then 
named ‘Ellensville’ by Smith (between The Corso and what is now Pacific Street) 
and ‘Montpellier’ (between The Corso and the Catholic Church lands on Eastern 
Hill).   
 
It was described in 1856 as a timber boardwalk across the low-lying sand-spit to 
the ocean beach and possibly followed the route of an Aboriginal pathway. 
 
The Corso was designed to be a feature avenue or promenade between Manly 
Cove and Ocean Beach – or the Bay of Baiae, as it was then known.  However, 
Smith’s original ‘Ellensville’ plan shows the grandest boulevarde was to comprise 
East and West Promenade and their Belgrave Street extension, between the 
harbour wharf and Raglan Street – three huge street widths separated at East and 
West Promenade by two splendid public reserves.  A spectacular crescent of grand 
allotments, Ca[r]lton Crescent, was to have radiated from the extension of 
Belgrave Street on the Western Hill, in the vicinity of present-day Ocean and 
Quinton Roads, and linking Carlton and Raglan Streets. 
 
The Pier Hotel, opposite the wharf, Smith’s first hotel in Manly, was advertised to 
let in December 1855.  The first licensee of the ‘Pier Inn’ was J G Griffiths on 14 
January 1856.  The Pier Hotel immediately became the gateway to Manly, both to 
The Corso as well as potentially to the East and West Promenade – Belgrave Street 
boulevarde. 
 
S T Gill’s famous 1856 sketch and lithograph shows an unnamed paddle-steamer 
approaching Smith’s first Ellensville wharf completed by September 1855; the 
newly-constructed Pier Hotel and two other buildings further along The Corso, 
thought to be the refreshment rooms leased by George Birch.  Already the artist’s 
eye is drawn inexorably from wharf to Pier Hotel, along The Corso toward the 
beckoning Ocean Beach. 
 
The ‘Ellensville’ subdivision map of January 1855 (with later annotations?), now in 
the Mitchell Library, appears to show the planned Pier Hotel; the yet to be 
constructed Steyne Hotel on the corner of ‘East Steyne’ and ‘The Corso’; three 
other buildings on The Corso between Whistler Street and Fountain Street (Sydney 
Road); and the yet to be constructed, first ‘rustic’ St Matthew’s Church on the 
south side of The Corso in the proposed Victoria Park portion of ‘Montpellier’. 
 
The few scattered farmhouses identified in the 1841 Census for Manly and North 
Harbour may have fallen into disuse by 1855.  As there is no evidence of 
subdivision or construction around The Corso prior to 1855, it is assumed that 
Smith’s 20-room Pier Hotel in December 1855 and George Birch’s refreshment 
rooms sub-leased from Smith in May 1856 for £6 per annum were the first 
commercial buildings and residences on The Corso and in central Manly. 
 
Manly’s early days were difficult, even under Smith’s guiding hand.  As early as 
April 1856, Smith advertised: “for private sale, allotments at Ellensville, Manly 
Beach”, and on at least four subsequent occasions without success.1 

                                                 
1 Champion, S & G Manly, Warirngah and Pittwater 1850-1880, pp4-7 
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Optimistically and misleadingly in October 1856, Smith – now the Hon H G Smith 
MLC, a member of the new Legislative Council of NSW, wrote to his brother John: 
“… the buildings already give it [Manly] the appearance of a village – the [Pier] 
Hotel is really a grand affair, adjoining it we have quite a Vauxhall Garden.  The 
Tower and Camera are all but finished as well as three cottages [on The Corso], a 
building for warm Baths is now in progress and many other improvements in the 
way of Walks and clearing out the Bush…” 
 
An attractive portrait; but an alluring spa or seaside resort like Brighton or 
Montpellier, Manly certainly was not. 
 
In January 1857, George Birch advertised, anxiously: “His Refreshment Rooms are 
always open for the reception of visitors.” 
 
The Champions’ splendid history notes that Birch was also appointed Manly’s first 
postmaster in April 1857 at a salary of £12 per annum, operating the post office 
from Willow Cottage next to his refreshment rooms on The Corso.  Manly’s first 
community roots were being sunk in the sandy soil. 
 
H G Smith had begun to live on his Fairlight Estate from 1856 in his first Edmund 
Blacket-designed house.  Smith’s residence is listed in Sands’ Directory of 1858-59 
as ‘Manly Bay’. 
 
The Smith-endowed Manly National school opened in 1858, first in his Swiss 
Cottage, adjoining the Camera Obscura on Constitution or Tower Hill, and then in 
September 1858 in a new schoolhouse on the corner of Carlton Street and Belgrave 
Street (now Pittwater Rod).  This seems to suggest an ambivalence in Smith’s 
mind between the two future axes of Manly’s direction of growth, The Corso and 
the East and West Promenade – Belgrave Street boulevarde. 
 
By 1858, the name ‘Ellensville’ had been replaced by ‘Brighton’ (or in Sands’, ‘New 
Brighton’) as Smith struggled to create an attractive, viable image and identity for 
the future Manly.  George Birch was now established in the first ‘New Brighton 
Hotel’ on The Corso (mid-Corso, not its present location).  Johnson’s on The Corso 
advertised “lemonade, fruits and fancy goods”, possibly from Birch’s former 
refreshment rooms. 
 
The Blacket-designed first Steyne Hotel was advertised as follows: “Fronting the 
sea and Corso, in course of erection, [it] is to contain thirty rooms and cellars, with 
coffee, bar and billiard rooms.” 
Smith offered his new landmark Steyne Hotel: “To a person with capital, and a 
thorough knowledge of hotel business, a lease would be given on very favourable 
terms.” 
 
Recognising the already evident flow of day-trippers, especially at weekends, by 
anchoring the Ocean Beach end of The Corso with a large, new sandstone hotel, 
Smith was taking a major step in centring ‘New Brighton’ on The Corso, rather 
than the Promenade – Belgrave Street boulevarde he had imagined developing. 
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However, the slow development of New Brighton and The Corso depended almost 
entirely upon Smith’s personal capital.  It was not until June 1859, over six years 
after his first Manly land purchase – Thompson’s 100 acres north of The Corso in 
March 1853, that Smith made his first land sale.  David Jones and John Fairfax 
purchased land for the Congregational Church then proposed for Raglan Street.  It 
was later constructed at its present site on the corner of Whistler and Fountain 
Streets (now Sydney Road). 
 
Ever so steadily, The Corso began to win the battle for the ‘heart’ of Brighton or 
Manly.  The 1861 Sands’ for ‘Manly or New Brighton’ lists only 34 households.  Ten 
of the 34, or nearly 3o% gave The Corso as their address. 
 
Name Address Occupation 
George Birch The Corso Grocer 
Russell Chalk Steyne Hotel, East Steyne [publican] 
Frederick Hamburgher The Corso Rabone, Feeze & Co 

[merchants] 
John Isaacs The Corso - 
T Johnson The Corso Grocer and draper 
D Jones The Corso post office Grocer [and postmaster] 
C[hristopher] Molland Pier Hotel, The Corso [publican] 
Thomas Perkins The Corso Butcher 
John Sheldrick The Corso Baker 
Henry White The Corso Gardener 
 
In addition, four other households lived in Whistler Street, just off The Corso; G C 
B Martin ran Baden House on East Steyne near The Corso; Thomas Bruffell’s 
Manly Beach Tavern and W M Cambourne’s Fairy Bower refreshment rooms were 
reached via The Corso; as was Thomas Newman the carpenter’s home at Fairy 
Nook. 
 
With 18 of Manly’s 34 households and commercial premises on or around The 
Corso, and the remainder nearly all clustered around the wharf, East Esplanade ad 
Manly Cove, the ‘pull’ of The Corso was to gradually become irresistible with its 
increasing appeal as the day tripper’s favourite promenade and natural 
commercial centre. 
 
Yet despite this increasing magnet of The Corso promenade from the ferry wharf 
to the Ocean Beach, and the location of most essential businesses there – hotels, 
grocers, butchers, post office etc, Manly or New Brighton struggled for commercial 
survivial between 1860 and 1880. 
 
By 1863, seven of the ten Corso businesses and households resident in 1861 had 
left Manly – a turnover of 70% in just two years.  Manly’s branch of the well-
respected city merchants, Rabone Feez and Co, lasted only a year.  Of the three 
hotels, two had changed licensee, or two out of four if Temperance House on the 
corner of [East] Esplanade and The Corso is included, where cordials were offered 
instead of beer and spirits. 
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By 1863, of the 59 households listed in Sands’, 12 resided on The Corso, including 
the core of Manly’s commerce and trades: publicans, butcher, two grocers, 
dairyman, baker and carter.  Others were clustered close by in Whistler Street (6), 
Fountain Street, Raglan Street, The Esplanade and East Steyne. 
 
Turnover of Manly households and businesses remained very rapid throughout the 
1860s.  21 new households moved in, and 16 moved out between the 1863 and 
1864 Sands’ – a net gain of only five.  Of these 21 new households, nine 
established themselves on The Corso, including a fruiterer, grocer, baker, 
carpenter and butcher.  The first “terrace” was built on The Corso – Ellensville 
Terrace; while Fortnam Terrace was built nearby on The [North] Steyne.  The 
Corso was not so much the steady magnet but the turbulent vortex of New 
Brighton’s battle for growth. 
 
Again, five of the twelve Corso businesses/households listed in 1863 were not 
listed in 1864 - yet more evidence of the unpredictable and seasonal nature of 
Manly’s commerce, the tiny local residential base in the ‘village’ and, perhaps, 
difficult prevailing economic conditions.  In the 1860s and 1870s on The Corso, 
before the first ‘explosion’ of Manly’s residential population in the 1880s, 
optimistic leaps of commercial faith were so very often followed by a dismaying 
fall. 
 
Of 74 Manly householders listed in Sands’ in 1865, only one (H G Smith) had been 
continuously listed since 1859, and only 11 since 1861 – a turnover of 80% in only 
four years and almost 100% in six years.  This is compelling evidence of how 
extraordinarily difficult survival was proving to be in such an isolated location.  
The leisure and recreation industries as we know them today had yet to produce 
reliable year-round income and could not even count on reliable transport in the 
1860s and 1870s. 
 
However, one notable addition to The Corso in 1865 was the opening of the 
splendid, sandstone Blacket-designed St Matthew’s Church, which replaced a 
small ‘rustic’ church first opened in 1863.  St Matthew’s graceful spire and its 1900 
neighbour, the Victoria Hall, were to dominate The Corso and Manly’s religious 
and cultural life until both were demolished to ‘straighten’ The Corso and 
“modernize” St Mathew’s in 1928. 
 
According to Sands’, there was actually a DECLINE in the number of Manly 
households between 1866 and 1870, from 75 to 66 – evidence again of the isolation 
of the new ‘village’ and uncertain economic conditions.  In truth, H G Smith’s 
original vision had failed to materialize and after the death from tuberculosis of his 
second wife, Smith returned to England in 1867. 
 
The Corso of 1870 featured 16 businesses and households plus St Matthew’s 
Church.  The Pier and the renamed Steyne Hotel, briefly known as W Lambourne’s 
Family Hotel, anchored The Corso.  John Fox was now Manly’s postmaster on The 
Corso.  Hippolyte Aurousseau was The Corso’s new baker; he was father of 
George Aurousseau, who was later to write an important memoir on early Manly. 
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Now in the early 1870s, for the first time, a small group of Corso residents began to 
‘settle’ after the turbulent changes of the 1860s.  The following table shows The 
Corso’s householders in 1870, and again in 1875 (in alphabetical order). 
 
Name Occupation 1870 yes/no 1875 yes/no 
Hippolyte Aurousseau Baker Y Y 
William Bagnall Carpenter Y Y 
Charles Collis n/a N Y 
James C Cousens Commercial traveler Y Y 
George Evans Grocer N Y 
J Farrell Publican (New Steyne) N Y 
John Fox Postmaster Y Y 
Thomas Garrett, MLA Member of Parliament N Y 
Joseph Holder Publican (Pier Hotel) N Y 
W Lambourne Publican (Lambourne’s) Y  N 
George Marshall Butcher Y Y 
Henry Marshall Butcher Y N 
Mrs Alice Morley Laundress Y Y 
Alexander McCracken n/a y Y 
Adam Russell Grocer Y Y 
Thomas/Sarah Savage Dairy/fruiterer Y Y 
John Campbell Sharpe Publican (Pier Hotel) Y N 
George Smith, JP n/a N Y 
Mrs Mary Smith n/a N Y 
Reverend Edward Smith Clergyman Y Y 
Joseph Smith Dairy Y Y 
John B Smithers, JP n/a Y Y 
George Watkins Publican (New Steyne) Y N 
J Willingdale Butcher N y 
 Total 16 20 
 
Of the 16 households in The Corso in 1870, twelve or 75% were still resident in 
1875 – evidence at last of growing stability and prosperity, something unknown 
since Manly’s inception. 
 
There was also some evidence of growing commercial competition, apart from the 
hotels.  By 1875, The Corso boasted two butchers, two grocers and two 
dairy/fruiterers.  The cluster of businesses at The Corso end of Whistler and 
Fountain Streets was also growing, as well as the cluster around the Wharf, Pier 
Hotel and Temperance Hotel at the harbour beach ‘entry’ to The Corso; and along 
East Steyne. 
 
There was almost no development on the southern side of The Corso, beside St 
Matthew’s Church.  The land remained tied up in the complicated Wentworth 
Family Trust, known as the Bassett-Darley estate, until 1877. 
However, while the number of Manly households recovered from the low point of 
66 in 1870, to reach 86 in 1875, growth was still painfully slow.  While 43 
additional households arrived between 1870 and 1875, nearly half (29) of the 66 
households listed in 1870 had left by 1875.  Clearly, many families and small 
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businesses in Manly continued to struggle.  The Corso’s incessant change 
highlighted that struggle and provided its commercial mirror. 
 
Commercial salvation was to come from an unexpected quarter – not from H G 
Smith’s visionary speculation but a cure for W C Wentworth’s commercial 
blindness.  In 1877, following a special Act of Parliament, the Bassett-Darley 
Estate was released for subdivision and sale. 
 
The Bassett-Darley Estate of 130 acres in the heart of Manly comprised the original 
1810 land grants to Baker (30 acres) and Cheers (100 acres).  These land grants 
had been purchased by W C Wentworth and subsequently leased from Wentworth 
by H G Smith in 1853.  The Bassett-Darley Estate included the south side of The 
Corso which had been left substantially undeveloped, with the exception of St 
Matthew’s Church, its adjoining Church of England School, and a small cluster of 
tearooms and the Temperance Hotel between what is now Darley Road and East 
Esplanade. 
 
The Bassett-Darley subdivisions and sales in Manly, starting in 1877 and 
continuing throughout the 1880s, coincided with the last great economic ‘boom’ of 
the 19th century, ending with the 1890s Depression and drought. 
 
Sands’ Directory reflects that land ‘boom’.  In Manly, between 1875 and 1880, the 
number of listed households doubled, from 80 to 161.  Manly became a 
Municipality in 1877.  Substantial change occurred to The Corso.  By 1885, The 
Corso boasted five hotels, all on the so-called ‘west’ or northerly side – The Steyne 
(Phillip Cohen); New Brighton (James England); Colonnade (Thomas Bloomfield); 
Square and Compass (William Bagnall); and The Pier (Charles Prowess or Prowse).  
In 1886, Emma Adrian’s Ivanhoe Hotel, removed from Ivanhoe Park, took over the 
Colonnade Hotel (formerly Farrell’s New Steyne Hotel) next door to John Farrell 
senior’s Colonnade House. 
 
In the period of excited speculation between 1885 and 1886, every hotel except the 
Pier changed hands. 
 
In 1880, of Manly’s 161 households, almost one in five lived on The Corso.  
Commerce also flourished nearby in Whistler Street and the Corso end of Fountain 
Street.  There were also increasing concentrations of new housing along the 
Esplanade, the Steyne and Pittwater Road.  These were the years when Manly 
Village really became established and enjoyed its first full decade of relative 
prosperity – arguably the last before World War One. 
 
The Corso in the late 1880s and 1890s, depicted in several contemporary 
photographs, shows the ‘strip’ substantially developed with a wide variety of 
shops, hotels and banks.  Electricity [telegraph] poles line the street, with 
footpaths (and roadways) crowded with pedestrians.  Well-developed Norfolk 
pines and large figs grace the central ‘nature’ strip, while Victorian verandah-ed 
awnings shade the shoppers and passersby, especially between Darley Road and 
Ocean Beach. 
 



 8

In recognition of the new centre and prosperity of Manly at the end of 1882, Manly 
Public School was relocated from Carlton Street to its present site in Darley Road 
in a new sandstone building only one block from The Corso 
 
In the 1880s, The Corso was home to the fruiterers, Charles Berry and Thomas 
Line; Miss Stephen’s Post Office and electric telegraph office; Reverend J T Evans 
at no.2 Goodenough Cottages; Joseph Cohen the commission agent at no.2 Post 
Office Villas; George Darley’s bakery; the widowed Mrs Annie Couzens; Evans’ 
General Store; Farrell’s Butcher; Hammond’s Bakery; Jenkins’ General Store; Mrs 
Marshall’s greengrocers; Daniel Newman the boot-maker; James Pashley the 
carpenter; Joseph Cook the printer; and the blossoming number of hotels on the 
opposite side to St Matthew’s Church and Church of England school.  The Corso 
had become a village in itself, the vital centre of the Manly Village of years to 
come. 
 
By 1890, The Corso’s hustle and bustle, to be added to over the next 25 years by 
the first horse and steam trams and motor vehicles, was now the undisputed heart 
of Manly village life.  The Corso was to remain the centre of commercial, social and 
cultural life as Manly’s population grew.  In the 1900s the emporiums and cinemas 
came, and ferry and ‘feeder’ tram and bus services improved between the World 
Wars. 
 
Commercial volatility continued: of 57 Corso businesses listed in Sands’ 1900, only 
eight were listed in Sands’ 1890 (including two that had changed location).  On the 
east or south side, only 1 in 25 remained from 1890 – Royan’s Real Estate, and it 
had changed address. 
 
Between 1890 and 1950 The Corso flourished as the commercial and 
entertainment ‘capital’ of Manly-Warringah.  Only with the widespread ownership 
of cars, the wider dispersal of Manly-Warringah’s suburban population and the 
‘Americanisation’ of taste and convenience, saw Warringah Mall, opened in 1963, 
gradually replace The Corso as the ‘magnet’ for local shoppers.  This forced Manly 
and The Corso’s reinvention as a tourist and backpacker mecca, with The Corso 
now lined by fast-food outlets, surfing apparel shops and banks. 
 
The one constant factor from the 1860s to the present has proved to be The 
Corso’s pubs.  Despite the demise of the Hotel Manly (formerly the Pier and Grand 
Pier Hotels) for apartments, the Steyne, New Brighton and Ivanhoe Hotels have 
flourished – re-inventing themselves to each new generation.  Today, as they seek 
and gain rooftop bars and press for direct access to The Corso’s outdoor public 
spaces, noisy new bars and licensed outdoor cafes jostle to compete with them for 
the youthful alcohol dollar. 
 
Terry Metherell 
23/129 Bower Street Manly.   
99777689. 
tmethere@bigpond.net.au 
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