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Introduction by Richard Fotheringham

Only a few Australian playwrights have written multiple plays on a single 
subject. (Ray Lawler’s two prequels to Summer of the Seventeenth Doll, both 
written many years later and like Popular Front partly about the lives of North 
Queensland canecutters, are perhaps the best known.1) Errol O’Neill’s five 
plays on key moments in Queensland labour history would, in any case, stand 
out as a remarkable achievement.2 Popular Front is arguably the best of them: 
both a tight and moving personal story of an Italian-Australian family and 
their acquaintances torn between the unionised but increasingly conservative 
labour movement, the work of the then-significant Communist Party of 
Australia (CPA), and the teachings of the Catholic Church; and a political saga 
of Queensland in the twenty years from the Great Depression in 1930 to the 
murderous attack by a police inspector on the Communist Party politician Fred 
Paterson during the 1948 railway strike and the introduction shortly afterwards 
of an electoral gerrymander which ensured that in 1950 he lost his seat in the 
Queensland State Parliament. But as well as tackling these fascinating if weighty 
issues, O’Neill’s play is very funny and in places brilliantly dramatic.

Fred Paterson’s career as a barrister and as the only member of a Communist 
Party in the British Commonwealth ever elected democratically to a state or 
federal parliament during that era, structures and bookends the play. It starts 
with his trial in Brisbane in 1930 for sedition where he defended himself and 

Errol O'Neill with Janet Mahoney in Albert Hunt's "The Millionaires' Handicap", revised and 
directed by Richard Fotheringham for the Popular Theatre Troupe's 1977 national tour.
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was acquitted. At about the same time, Paterson, a brilliant student and winner 
of the 1918 Rhodes Scholarship from the University of Queensland (UQ), sat 
for the Queensland Barristers’ Board examination and was failed three times; 
when at the fourth attempt he let it be known that he intended to spend 50% 
of the time allotted completing the paper and the rest copying his answers with 
the intention of publishing them in Smith’s Weekly, he passed.3 These early 
challenges and setbacks sharpened the radicalism he had acquired during his 
time in the Australian Army near the end of the Great War.

The play follows his career from 1930 when he goes to North Queensland to 
successfully defend two Italian-Australian cane cutters who have confronted 
the pro-fascist Italian Consul. Paterson subsequently decides to move to 
Townsville where he establishes a North Queensland branch of the CPA and 
appears for the defence in many criminal and industrial court cases including 
the legendary ‘theft of a pig’ trial which Popular Front joyously presents in 
scenes 16 and 17 at the end of Act One. It shows him at the start of World War 
Two uncomfortably trying to defend the Stalin-Hitler pact which did so much 
to damage the CPA’s standing amongst many of its own members as well as 
the wider public and which leads him to hastily destroy the CPA branch office 
paperwork, fearing arrest; and shows in parallel how the Italian dictator Benito 
Mussolini’s decision to join the War in support of Nazi Germany suddenly made 
Australia’s immigrant Italian community objects of suspicion. As Luisa, the 
wife of the canecutter Roberto who has gone into hiding, says of her mother: 
‘[She’s] confused. She can’t understand how we left the old country because of 
Mussolini, and now we’re being persecuted by his enemies’ (scene 19). 

The play quotes from Paterson’s speeches in the Queensland parliament after 
he became the member for Bowen in 1944 and in the last scenes dramatizes the 
infamous moment in March 1948 when, while standing on the footpath quietly 
taking notes about police actions during a street march in support of striking 
railway workers, he was viciously struck from behind by a Police Inspector. 

I met Fred Paterson myself in Sydney in 1969 and remember the huge scar 
still prominent on his by then almost entirely bald head. I had approached Cec 
Hadgraft, who taught Australian Literature at UQ, to help me find a topic for my 
honours thesis. He suggested P.R. ‘Inky’ Stephensen, another legendary figure 
of the time (editor, publisher, passionate advocate for ‘Aust Lit’, and political 
controversialist) and a later UQ Rhodes Scholar, whom Paterson had converted 
to communism in the early 1920s. Fred answered my undergraduate questions 
carefully and self-critically, noting whenever his memory might be faulty and 
suggesting where and how I could check for accuracy. But when I asked a little 
about his personal life, he shut down completely.
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It is because Paterson left on the public record very little about his private life 
and also because he had to destroy so many of the records of his public work, 
that he is a difficult figure to write about. Popular Front was the first major work 
to remind Queenslanders of Paterson’s remarkable career, being published and 
performed more than a decade before Ross Fitzgerald’s 1997 biography and Diane 
Menghetti’s Australian Dictionary of Biography entry (2000).4 O’Neill tries to get 
behind the man’s facade, but we only get glimpses of the cost to Fred personally:

PATERSON  … There’s only one way to be a successful communist. 
You have to be so free of material needs that you’d have to 
starve to death before anyone could break your spirit. And 
your enemies never stop trying to break your spirit, by 
offering you material gains. 

(scene 15)

The play also slides almost silently past Paterson’s (second) wife Kathleen née 
Claire who had been a typist in Brisbane and was 13 years his junior. She is not 
a character in the play and Fred in the same speech quoted above says only: ‘I 
suppose I’ve been unfair on my wife in lots of ways, expecting her to live this 
spartan life. She’s not a member of the Party, but she never complains’. Readers will 
find his life story fascinating, but it is also enigmatic and perhaps a little cold.

My mother grew up outside Gladstone in the same farming community as 
Paterson’s parents. One anecdote she told me was how Fred and his brothers had 
been given a cricket bat for Christmas. When their mother called them in for 
Christmas dinner and they called back ‘Ok mum, just one more hit’, she ran out, 
grabbed the bat, threw it in the fire and flogged each of them.5 Out of this harsh 
Protestant discipline, austerity and trauma emerged men like Fred Paterson who 
were emotionally repressed and stoic, self-denying but unbreakable; passionate 
against injustice but hard to get to know.

If Fred Paterson’s career and political struggles provide the backbone of Popular 
Front, it is the fictional Margherita Meluzzi who shapes the play’s intellectual 
and emotional centre. Margherita is one of the great women’s roles in Australian 
drama, built out of material similar to that experienced by many Australian-born, 
second-generation migrant children as recorded in their memoirs and stories 
about them: struggling against her parents’ desire to arrange her marriage to the 
canecutter Roberto, marrying ‘out’ (to the Irish-Australian railway worker Kevin, 
the play’s third major character), moving away from a rural home to the ‘city’ 
(Townsville, then Brisbane), trying to juggle her family responsibilities with the 
need and desire to go on working at a time when this was often frowned on, as 
well as grow intellectually and in political understanding. 
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Margherita’s decision to join the Communist Party and assist Paterson in his work 
comes after her father’s death from Weil’s Disease, a bacterial infection passed to 
canecutters by infected rats in the sugar cane. The conflict which her increasing 
radicalisation causes with Kevin, who supports the Labour Party and seeks 
support from the local Catholic Priest, is a major through thread in the narrative. 
It ends in an uneasy truce; no happy endings here. It could have been merely an 
allegorical trope for the ‘Popular Front’ Paterson promoted between the Labour 
and Communist Parties and which gives the play its title, but O’Neill turns it into 
a believable and moving human story — Kevin’s as well as Margherita’s. 

The industrial struggle to eliminate Weil’s Disease by persuading farmers to 
burn their cane before harvesting is also central to the 1936 novel Sugar Heaven 
by Jean Devanny who appears briefly as a character Margherita encounters 
in Popular Front (scene 9) and whose presence allows O’Neill to sketch in 
something of the then notorious sexism of the communist movement. It leads 
to, in a later scene (28), one of Margherita’s most powerful speeches as she 
matures and stiffens her resolve to live her own life free of the sexual bigotries of 
the left as well as the right. Accused by the CPA executive of immorality (she has 
separated from Kevin and is living with a new partner in Brisbane), she replies:

MARGHERITA … I’ll declare my state of mind. I’m sick, up to here. I’m 
sick of having to fight for every scrap of decency, every bit 
of self-respect, every thread of human dignity. As a kid, 
I was a dago. Then when I wanted to get an education I 
was a woman. So I had to get a job. Then when my father 
died of Weil’s disease I realised I was something else … a 
member of a class whose only weapon against exploitation 
is solidarity. Well, I joined the Party to help build that 
solidarity, to help give the working class, and the dagos, 
and the women, back their strength and their liberties. I 
didn’t join the Party to have my liberties taken away.

These were injustices and battles still being fought when O’Neill was writing. 
Popular Front also pointedly reminded audiences in Brisbane in 1986, when La 
Boîte Theatre first presented it, of the political history which had led them to their 
own moment in time. The National Party-led government, elected in 1957, had 
turned to its advantage the electoral gerrymander introduced by Labour in 1949 
and which we hear a young Joh Bjelke-Petersen (later National Party Premier from 
1968 to 1987) ironically condemning in parliament in 1949 (scene 34). In 1986, 
the year Popular Front premiered, Bjelke-Petersen decisively won the state election 
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— on 39.64% of the vote — and appeared likely to continue in office forever, to the 
despair of many, particularly those progressive in social justice issues and the arts. 
Queensland was ‘the Deep North’, different, reactionary, repressive.

Those audiences, and Errol O’Neill himself, could not have known that this 
history would suddenly and dramatically unravel only a few years later. The 1987-
89 Inquiry into Police and Political Corruption led by barrister Tony Fitzgerald 
led to the jailing of three cabinet ministers and the then Police Commissioner, the 
fall of the government and the election of Labor under Premier Wayne Goss. The 
Labor Party would be in power for twenty-five of the next thirty-one years and, 
at the time of writing, has just won a further four-year term. The gerrymander 
was abolished, graft and corruption greatly reduced if not eliminated, the arts 
invigorated, and the State brought into line with progressive social movements 
throughout Australia and elsewhere through legislation and legal reform.

Popular Front is, nevertheless, much more than a period piece and would 
richly reward restaging (and filming). Critics of each of his plays in production 
noted, not always favourably, a mix of styles which they attributed to his earlier 
work for the Popular Theatre Troupe (PTT).6 This needs teasing out: there 
were several PTT ‘styles’. The first came from an interest in the work of Joan 
Littlewood in London at Stratford East, particularly Oh What a Lovely War 
which uses the metaphor of a Pierrot troupe to present a documentary history 
of the Great War of 1914-18. The PTT’s first writer-director, Albert Hunt, had 
worked with Littlewood; I had appeared in a QTC production of Lovely War 
in 1971, and Albert and I collaborated on the first PTT shows. But the only 
sequence in Popular Front which adopts this format is in scene 18, the start of 
the second act, where the slide of European nations into the Second World War 
is described as if it were a gala dance evening in the Townsville School of Arts 
descending into a brawl ‘behind the girls’ dunny’. 

Errol’s unique contribution to the PTT when he took over the writer-director 
role in 1979 was a shift to a more direct comic lecture mode of address. The two 
narrators Audax and Fidelis (Audax at Fidelis, ‘bold but true’, is the inscription 
on the Queensland coat of arms) are in this style: often clever and funny 
and offering two actors many opportunities for virtuoso displays of minor 
caricatured characters. However, if there is a criticism to be made in a play 
whose strength is in more realistic characters and narration, is that in places 
they give us history the play doesn’t need or which could be more subtly buried 
in dialogue.

It was unfortunate therefore that Popular Front did not get the kind of 
professional workshopping and presentation that O’Neill’s later On the Whipping 
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Side (1991) did at the Queensland Theatre Company during the short but 
illustrious period (1988-93) when Aubrey Mellor was its artistic director. I 
watched some of the workshopping the QTC gave On the Whipping Side and 
remember how effectively Errol responded, shaping and sharpening characters, 
themes and dialogue. It is a sad comment on the lack of opportunities for 
professional support and recognition that O’Neill and other Queensland 
playwrights in the 1970s and 80s endured that a work as rich in achievement 
and potential as Popular Front had only two amateur productions. It was written 
as a virtuoso script for seven professional actors; it has never been staged that 
way. It deserved and deserves better.

Errol O’Neill was an experienced actor himself as well as a playwright and 
also the author of many short stories, some based on his own life. They range 
from his early adult life studying theology and philosophy in Rome (the 
Italian-Australian characters in Popular Front are enriched by his love and 
knowledge of Italian language and culture) through to his work as a Brisbane 
taxi driver helping to support himself and his family during his long but seldom 
financially rewarding theatrical career; an edition of these is forthcoming from 
Ginninderra Press, the second such collection to be published. With their 
permission, and support from Playlab Press, this new edition of Popular Front 
includes as an Appendix one of his finest stories, ‘Character’, which gives some 
insight into his own approach to theatre and live performance. 

Richard Fotheringham
Brisbane, November 2020

1 Ray Lawler, Kid Stakes and Other Times (both Currency Press, 1977).
2 The five plays in order of the historical events they chronicle are: On the Whipping Side (the 1891 
shearers’ strike [first performed 1991 [published by Playlab that year]); Red Soil, White Sugar (a 
1911 sugar strike in the Isis Shire near Bundaberg [2011, unpublished]), Faces in the Street (the 1912 
Brisbane tramway strike, [1983, Playlab 1993]), Popular Front [1986, Playlab 1988], and The Hope of 
the World (the 1985 strike by electricity workers [1996], unpublished). For a detailed study of each, see 
John McCollow, ‘The Labour History Plays of Errol O’Neill’, part one, Queensland Journal of Labour 
History 23 (2016), pp. 23-49; part two, Queensland Journal of Labour History 24 (2016), pp. 7-25.
3 Diane Menghetti, ‘Paterson, Frederick Woolnough (Fred) (1897-1977)’, Australian Dictionary of 
Biography (Melbourne University Press, 2000), accessed online 14 November 2020.
4 Ross Fitzgerald, The People’s Champion, Fred Paterson (Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 1997; 
Menghetti. See also Fred Paterson: A Personal History (Brisbane Labour History Association, 1994).
5 My mother Muriel Fotheringham (1917-2009) was 20 years younger than Fred Paterson, but 
nevertheless Fred or another member of the Paterson family may have told the story to her or her 
parents as he was working on his family’s pig farm nearby at the time (1925-28).

6 See McCollow, passim.
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Foreword
When I saw Faces in the Street at La Boite Theatre in 1983, I knew that I was 
seeing the work of a major Australian playwright. This belief was confirmed 
by the appearance of Popular Front at La Boite in 1986. I reminded myself that 
some of the joy I had experienced at performances of the itinerant Popular 
Theatre Troupe of the 1970s had come from the pen of Errol O’Neill and now 
his special talent was coming to full fruition. I cannot believe that it has taken 
until 1988 to see this first publication of his work. 

The political playwrights of the 1980s such as Stephen Sewell, Caryl Churchill 
and Errol O’Neill have shown us that the conventions of the theatre know no 
boundaries, especially those of ‘time’ and ‘place’. Always keeping the audience 
focus on the macrocosm of the needs of humanity, they lead us through the 
microcosm of everyday life in both realistic and allegorical ways to a greater 
understanding of our world. Therefore, because of the two interwoven levels 
on which these plays function, it is just as important as it is unimportant that 
the situations they deal with are the Labor Government in Australia, insider 
trading on the British Stock Market, or the Communist representative in the 
Queensland Parliament. Stephen Sewell has commented that “drama surely has 
to have an historical base, otherwise plays are just a lot of snapshots suspended 
in air”. It is the unique ethos of our own time and place in history that Errol 
O’Neill has explored for Queensland and Australian audiences. It has been an 
important time for Australia as a nation “to think in public in front of itself ” (to 
borrow from Martin Esslin) and it is writers such as Stephen Sewell and Errol 
O’Neill who have led us to be able to start doing this.

Having known and worked with Errol, I realise that his significance as a 
playwright comes not only from his intelligence and artistic talent but equally 
from his patience and sensitivity with people, his desire to understand 
them, women as fully as men, his sense of humour and guiding light of his 
commitment to the ideals of freedom and justice for all. 

I join with Playlab Press in celebrating the publication of this play. I know 
that its careful preservation will be important to people of the future, albeit 
especially Australians. 

Patsy McCarthy
Lecturer, School of Communications,
Queensland Institute of Technology,
Brisbane.
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Writer’s Note
When writers research social and political history with the intention of 
rendering it into meaningful contemporary drama, they experience several 
problems of coordination and adjustment. 

A general difficulty is encountered between finding the historical truth, 
and then presenting the truth dramatically. Truth, history and drama all 
have a mixture of objective and subjective values. Progress in research, 
conceptualisation and writing can be scientific up to a point but the other 
values, such as instinct, fidelity to the original intention, and self-preservation, 
take over. Showbusiness is not academia. 

A major problem that confronted me as a male writer in the research and 
writing of Popular Front was that comparatively little of the history of women 
had been recorded with the same solemnity as the history of men in the period 
I had chosen. I felt uncomfortable with this situation and did not want to create 
yet another play where the plum roles were for men and the women merely 
provided a bit of humanising background. 

I saw connections between the gender balance of recorded history and other 
realities in the theatre industry- very few women writers get their plays 
produced; interesting and socially progressive female roles in theatre are few and 
far between; women tend to be found in great numbers in the administrative 
and stage management areas, but comparatively few in direction and design. 
It is not only women activists that are bothered by these things. Many theatre 
workers today, of both sexes, want to see gender equality become a real concern 
of the theatre industry- not just in the form of theatre, but in the content as 
well. Not to strive for equality of representation in our artistic product is to 
perpetuate the inequalities that exist in our current social and political cultures. 

These concerns led me, for a great deal of time, beyond libraries to seek 
knowledge of what women were thinking and feeling and doing from 1930 to 
1950. I interviewed many women who were active in the period, and gratefully 
listened to the audio tapes and read the notes of some other researchers working 
in the same area. The memories, memorabilia, and in some cases typed and even 
handwritten notes from the women’s efforts to chronicle their own experience, 
proved invaluable. Out of this I gained information enabling me to create 
female characters which were more authentic and could provide, dramatically, 
something much closer to the reality that women actually represented in the 
struggles of the times. Society at any given point is the sum total of all its 
members, not just those who make the headlines. 
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I decided purposely to make Audax and Fidelis female rather than male 
characters to create an irony- female narrators telling a story of events 
dominated by men- to make the very point that our history is usually passed on 
as the doings of great men. To see two women telling the story, commenting on 
it, and then participating in it dramatically, helps to remind the audience that 
the values of the men who were controlling the events were not necessarily the 
same as the values of the women being influenced by those events. The events 
themselves, and their values, are thereby subjected to closer scrutiny. Helping 
Audax and Fidelis in this task is Margherita, who, as a naturalistic character in 
her own right, weaves through the play actually doing some of the things which 
did not get recorded as “history”. The subtext of all this is that our interpretation 
of the past is always coloured by, among other things, the gender, class, race, or 
ideology of the story teller. 

I was fortunate enough to have met Fred Paterson during the later part of his 
life. He was long retired of course but still active, still exhibiting the sharpness 
of wit and the analytical mind which had been the hallmarks of his career. There 
was something very Queensland about him- his laconic humour, his laidback 
manner, his complete confidence in his beliefs and attitudes.

When reading the history later on, and realising how brutish and callous the 
Queensland establishment (of either the Right or the Left) could be, and how 
untrustful it was of radicals and intellectuals, I began to understand just what 
a struggle Fred Paterson and other progressive people had had in the Sunshine 
State all those years ago, before I was born. 

The depression of the 30s, Fascism abroad in the early 40s, and the domestic 
Fascism of the late 40s, were three great onslaughts against the working class 
which brought to the forefront of the struggle many talented individuals with 
energy, commitment and creativity. 

Naturally, in writing the play, I wished to pay tribute to Fred as an individual, 
but there were many more people of like integrity who helped wrote the history 
of that period and I pay tribute to them as well. 

Between 1930 and 1950, the period covered by Popular Front, there were many 
characters, many conflicts, and many stories of public and private courage. 
I have concentrated on only a few of those stories in order to give the play 
a dramatic form which suits the live stage. Historical characters mix with 
composite characters to represent the best and the worst features of two of 
Queensland’s most turbulent decades.

Errol O’Neill
Brisbane March 1988.
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Biography — Errol O’Neill
Errol O’Neill has worked since the early 1970s as an actor, playwright, 
director, dramaturg and producer, specialising in the creation of new work 
for the theatre. He was an actor, then a resident writer–director with the 
Brisbane-based Popular Theatre Troupe (1977–82), where he performed 
in, wrote and directed many political satires which toured throughout 
Queensland and nationally.

He has written many plays on aspects of Queensland and Australian history, 
which have been produced by La Boite, Queensland Theatre Company, and 
other theatres and community organisations in Brisbane, Queensland and 
interstate, including:
• Faces in the Street — a play about the 1912 Brisbane general strike: La Boite 

production, 1983; a university college production, 1988; Villanova Players, 
2000. Published by Playlab 1993.

• Popular Front — a play about the 1930s and 40s and Australia’s only 
elected Communist MP (Fred Paterson): Produced by La Boite, 1986; 
TheatreWorks (Melbourne), 1987; Brisbane Theatre Company, 1989 
(including a tour of North Queensland). Published by Playlab 1988.

• On the Whipping Side — a play about the 1891 shearers’ strike: Produced by 
Qld Theatre Company (QTC), 1991 (including a tour of central, northern 
and western Queensland). Published by Playlab 1991.

• The Hope of the World — a play about trade unions and the moral dilemmas 
of the left during the Bjelke-Petersen era: Produced by QTC, 1996; 
Newcastle Rep, 1999.

• The Mayne Inheritance — a play Produced by La Boite 2004. Published by 
Playlab 2004.

• Red Soil White Sugar — a play about the 1911 sugar strike, set in Childers. 
Commissioned by Creative Regions and produced in Childers 1911.

Highlights from Errol’s theatre performance history include three productions 
of Ron Blair’s The Christian Brothers (1984, 1989, 1997), Jack Hibberd’s Stretch 
of the Imagination (La Boite 1983), two productions of David Williamson’s 
The Removalists (TN 1985, directed by Bryan Nason; and La Boite 2003, 
directed by Lewis Jones), and two productions of the award winning Futcher–
Howard play A Beautiful Life (La Boite/Matrix/ Brisbane Festival/Performing 
Lines, 1998 and 2000). He has performed countless times for La Boite, QTC, 
and many other Queensland companies, and has appeared interstate for 
Melbourne Theatre Company, State Theatre Company of SA, Riverina Theatre 
Company and WA’s Black Swan.
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Feature film appearances include Surrender in Paradise (1976), The 
Delinquents (1988), Redheads (1991), Mr Reliable (1995), Joey (1996) and A 
Heartbeat Away (2011).

Television appearances include Silent Reach (1981), Mission Impossible (1988), 
Butterfly Island (1991), The Legend Of Fred Paterson (1995), Fire (II) (1996), 
Pacific Drive (1996/97), Misery Guts (1998), All Saints (2000), Fat Cow Motel 
(2002), East of Everything (2008 and 2009).

Errol has credits in acting and writing for radio, and has appeared in many 
short films and videos. He has published short stories, written articles for 
various books and journals on aspects of theatre and society, and been a guest 
lecturer in tertiary drama courses. From 1984 to 1987 he was a member of 
the Australia Council, and served on the Council’s Literature Board grant 
committees in 1990 and 1999. He is a long-standing member of The Media 
Entertainment and Arts Alliance (Actors Equity), and the Queensland 
representative on the Australian Writers’ Guild’s National Stage Committee. 
In 2003 he was awarded a Centenary Medal for services to the arts and to 
the entertainment industry, the Alan Edwards Lifetime Achievement award 
from the Actors and Entertainers Benevolent Fund, and the Playlab Award for 
services to new work in Queensland.
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First Production Details
Popular Front was first produced at Brisbane Repertory’s La Boite Theatre 
on April 2nd 1986 under the direction of Therese Collie with original music 
composed by Donald Hall. The cast was as follows:

AUDAX Kath Porril
FIDELIS Meg Kanowski
MARGHERITA MELUZZI Lisa Hickey
MARIA & ARU OFFICE WORKER  Wendy Lutvey
ESTELLE Elaine Dow
LUISA Louise Varendorff
JEAN DEVANNY Karen Frances
FRED PATERSON Roger Rosser
KEVIN LEARY Phil Davison
UMBERTO, FATHER FLYNN & TOM AIKENS Ian Leigh-Cooper
AWU ORGANISER, JOHANNES BJELKE-PETERSEN & 
DETECTIVE Gary Silk
DOCTOR, NED HANLON & REPORTER Adam Couper
PROSECUTOR, COMMUNIST PARTY OFFICIAL 
& ROBERTO James Kable
ERNIE, CLARRIE & MAX JULIUS  Ross Williamson
POLICEMAN & BRUCE PIE John Bailey
MEMBER OF PARLIAMENT & BAGMAN  James Diball
MEMBER OF PARLIAMENT, DRINKER & DETECTIVE Richard Brennan
MEMBER OF PARLIAMENT & ITALIAN PRIEST  Rik Jurcevic
JUDGE & MAGISTRATE Robert Osmotherly

Orchestral Accompaniment:
PIANIST Donald Hall
MULTI-INSTRUMENTALIST Adam Couper
TROMBONIST Scott Thorpe

The second production of Popular Front was directed by Rob Meldrum for 
Theatre Works, Melbourne, in February 1987.
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Notes
Characters:

JUDGE
FRED PATERSON  Rhodes Scholar, barrister, Communist MLA
PROSECUTOR
AUDAX    A narrator — a woman
FIDELIS    A narrator — a woman
MARGHERITA MELUZZI A woman of Italian parentage
LUISA    Her sister
MARIA    Her mother
UMBERTO   Her father
ROBERTO   An immigrant canecutter
KEVIN LEARY   An Irish-Australian railway worker
ERNIE    A bagman (itinerant unemployed)
DOCTOR
ESTELLE   A hotel worker
ORGANISER   A local AWU official
JEAN DEVANNY  A writer
FATHER FLYNN   An Irish priest
JOHANNES BJELKE-PETERSEN A Country Party MLA
TOM AIKENS   An Independent Labour MLA
SERGEANT
DETECTIVE
MAN    A Communist Party Official
NED HANLON   Queensland Premier in 1948
REPORTER
Also: HECKLERS, WARTIME FACTORY WORKERS, PARLIAMENTARIANS, 
VARIOUS VOICES, PICKETERS

This play can be performed by seven actors, three female and four male.

AUDAX and FIDELIS are narrators but their style of narration includes 
assuming characters from time to time. Some of these characters are satirical, 
scurrilous or farcical. But others are quite serious portrayals. AUDAX and 
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FIDELIS, apart from the specific incidents mentioned in the stage directions, 
must appear to be ‘in control of the proceedings’. They have the ability to talk 
directly to the audience to inform, comment, etc. They also have the ability 
to relate to other characters in the naturalistic dialogue. These are simply two 
different ways of telling the story. Where they assume characters, this is clearly 
indicated in the text, and the name of the character is subsequently given in the 
speech prefix column.

OTHER CHARACTERS. Different productions may distribute roles in different 
ways. Here is a suggestion for spreading several roles among four male actors:

1. FRED PATERSON

2. JUDGE, UMBERTO, ORGANISER, FLYNN, MAN, AIKENS

3. PROSECUTOR, KEVIN, SERGEANT, HANLON, MEMBER OF  
 PARLIAMENT

4. ROBERTO, ERNIE, DOCTOR, MEMBER OF PARLIAMENT,   
 DETECTIVE, BJELKE-PETERSEN, REPORTER

THE AUDIENCE is often addressed directly. They are used to suggest a jury, 
a crowd, a parliament, etc. The intention is to make them feel involved in the 
conflicting ideas and feelings of the time. 
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Popular Front

PART ONE 
SCENE 1 — A COURTROOM. BRISBANE. 1930.
JUDGE Frederick Woolnough Paterson, you are charged in this 

court that on the thirtieth of January 1930 you did advisedly 
utter seditious words while making a speech in the Brisbane 
Domain. How do you plead?

FRED Not guilty.

JUDGE Are you represented by council?

FRED I represent myself

JUDGE Mr O’Rourke?

PROSECUTOR Your Honour, the Crown would like to call the first witness, the 
first of two independent witnesses. Call Constable Rooney.

VOICES  [off] Constable Rooney … Constable Rooney … Constable 
Rooney …

AUDAX and FIDELIS address the audience. The court freezes.

FIDELIS Normally there’s a long introductory credit sequence or a few 
commercials here so you can go and get something to eat, 
or have a … euphemism, but this being live theatre, you’re 
obliged to stay here until interval. Okay? Here are the ground 
rules for this evening. Audax?

AUDAX Thank you, Fidelis. No burping, farting, smoking, eating, or 
whispering “what’d she say?” as if you were at home. Actors 
need to concentrate. 
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FIDELIS And, because live theatre can’t afford the lavish 
productions you’re accustomed to on television, you’ll find 
… cost-cutting measures, such as … one actor playing 
several roles … we, the narrators … presenters … er …

AUDAX Interpreters …

FIDELIS … will occasionally play a role ourselves, not just to save 
on actors but to underline something significant …

AUDAX Or possibly insignificant …

FIDELIS Allow me to introduce … Audax. And I am Fidelis. Your 
bold and faithful servants. [both bow]

AUDAX The very spirit of Queensland’s democratic institutions.

FIDELIS It is our happy task this evening to audaciously …

AUDAX And truthfully …

FIDELIS … render the past. During which rendition you will be 
asked by us to perhaps imagine something which you don’t 
see here on the stage …

AUDAX Or, we will take you abruptly, mercilessly,  violently, from 
one time and place to another.

FIDELIS We’re trying to cover twenty years of Queensland 
history here tonight, something which it normally takes 
Queenslanders two decades …

AUDAX Or more …

FIDELIS … to do in real time.

AUDAX Some scenes you will see in full, blazing re-creation.

FIDELIS [looking at watch] Others we will only have time to tell 
you about. We’re running a bit behind even now. 
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AUDAX Maybe you wouldn’t buy a used car from either of us, but we’re 
hoping you’ll buy this second-hand version of history …

FIDELIS Ever present history. For history, in Queensland, repeats itself …

AUDAX Not always as farce.

FIDELIS So, we want you to settle back, relax and … trust us.

AUDAX And stay where you are until interval.

FIDELIS Call Constable Rooney!

VOICES  [off] Constable Rooney … Constable Rooney … Constable 
Rooney …

They both look expectantly to the door. No one comes.

AUDAX It’s so hard to get reliable actors these days. 

FIDELIS Think you’d better fill in, Audax?

AUDAX Again? I’m sick of playing men’s roles.

FIDELIS Our day will come.

AUDAX When? [she picks up bits of costume, etc. to assume the 
role of Constable ROONEY] Trouble is, in Queensland, 
everyone’s forced to play men’s roles. If they want to get 
anywhere. Even women.

FIDELIS No shortage of men’s roles.

AUDAX Don’t remind me.

FIDELIS [addressing the audience] The time, April, 1930. The place, 
Brisbane. The charge, sedition.

AUDAX [quoting from a large book] Sedition: agitation against the 
authority of a State; conduct or speech tending to rebellion or 
breach of public order.
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FIDELIS Sedition is just down the scale a bit from Treason. 

AUDAX “Tell Bolingbroke that every stride he makes upon my land 
is dangerous treason!”

FIDELIS [by way of explanation] Shakespeare.

AUDAX  “Treason never doth prosper, what’s the reason? For if it 
prosper none dare call it treason.”

FIDELIS If it prospers, it’s called a successful election. Which brings 
us back to the court. There has just been a successful state 
election, after fourteen years of Labor rule. 1930. The 
Premier, Arthur Edward Moore. The government, Country 
Progressive National Party. The charge … sedition.

  [from here on she assumes where necessary the role of 
court attendant] You are Constable Edwin Rooney of the 
Queensland police force?

AUDAX [reluctantly] Yes.

FIDELIS Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and 
nothing but the truth?

AUDAX Yes.

PROSECUTOR Where were you, Constable Rooney, on the afternoon of 
January thirtieth, this year?

AUDAX  [as ROONEY. She fumbles with a hearing aid] Sorry?

PROSECUTOR Your whereabouts on the thirtieth of January.

AUDAX [as ROONEY] Oh, I was in the Domain. Yes, casually 
strolling through the domain.

PROSECUTOR Where you alone, or in company?

AUDAX In what?
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PROSECUTOR In company.

AUDAX Oh, I was in company.

PROSECUTOR With whom?

AUDAX Constable Collins. We were on duty together.

PROSECUTOR [indicating PATERSON] Did you hear this man speaking?

AUDAX Which man?

PROSECUTOR The Defendant!

AUDAX Yes.

PROSECUTOR Will you kindly tell the court what he said.

AUDAX Certainly. He said … “This Bill will ruin arbitration. It 
is purely in the interests of capitalism, as the definition 
of a strike in the Bill is a cessation of work, or a go slow 
policy. If any persons called out “bah” or “scab” to free 
workers, they would be liable under the criminal code to 
imprisonment for three months … ”

AUDAX, as ROONEY, whispers to FIDELIS.

FIDELIS Your Honour, the witness has pointed out that he does 
much better with his partner, and that they usually are 
hired together. They’re what’s known in the trade as a 
funny man/straight man team. Would it be permissible to 
call Constable Collins, to er, enhance the performance?

JUDGE [not necessarily responding to FIDELIS directly] Call the 
other witness.

FIDELIS Call Constable Collins.

VOICES  [off] Constable Collins … Constable Collins … 
Constable Collins …



Popular Front by Errol O’Neill

24A Playlab Theatre Publication 

AUDAX and FIDELIS look at the door expectantly. No 
one comes. 

FIDELIS [to AUDAX] You’ll have to do Collins as well, Audax.

AUDAX What?

FIDELIS You need two witnesses to prove sedition in Queensland.

AUDAX Couldn’t I just have a parrot on my shoulder?

FIDELIS No. We’ve got to make it look like a real trial. 

AUDAX If I’d known this was gonna be a double act, I would 
have asked for more money. [to the witness stand] Stay 
there, Rooney.

AUDAX uses dark glasses and a white cane to assume the 
role of COLLINS.

FIDELIS [mimes the serving of drinks on a tray. AUDAX takes 
one] Do you swear by vinum veritatis to tell the truth, the 
whole truth, and nothing but the truth?

AUDAX [as COLLINS] I do. [they clink imaginary glasses] 
Cheers. [drinks]

FIDELIS Cheers. [drinks]

PROSECUTOR  Would you kindly tell the court where you were, Constable 
Collins, on the afternoon of January thirtieth this year?

AUDAX [as COLLINS] I was in the Domain. Yes, casually strolling 
through the Domain.

PROSECUTOR Were you alone, or in company?

AUDAX I was in company.

PROSECUTOR With whom?

AUDAX Constable Rooney. We were on duty together.
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PROSECUTOR Did you see this man speaking?

AUDAX Which man?

PROSECUTOR The Defendant!

AUDAX Yes.

PROSECUTOR Would you kindly tell the court what he said.

AUDAX  Certainly. He said … “This Bill will ruin arbitration. It is 
purely in the interests of capitalism …”

 [as ROONEY] I’ve already done that.

 [as COLLINS] Where did you get to?

 [as ROONEY] Ah … where was I?

FIDELIS “Imprisonment for three months.”

AUDAX [as both ROONEY and COLLINS] “If the workers shed a 
little blood in their own interests as they did for the capitalists 
in the war, they would be emancipated …”

FRED [overlapping with previous] … they would be emancipated. 
They should take the law into their own hands. [he speaks as 
if in the Domain] Although I hope I will not have to shed any 
of my blood, if the necessity arises I am willing to do so in 
conjunction with the workers as a whole. There was no harm in 
the spilling of blood in the late war in the capitalists’ interests, 
so why should it not be spilt in the workers’ interests, who 
cannot be much worse off than they are now.

AUDAX [as both ROONEY and COLLINS, overlapping with previous] 
“… who cannot be much worse off than they are now.”

PROSECUTOR And these were the defendant’s exact words?

AUDAX Yes.

PROSECUTOR Thank you.
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JUDGE Mr Paterson?

FRED With your permission, Your Honour, I will leave the dock 
and question the witnesses.

JUDGE Permission granted.

FRED Apart from what you have just claimed to be my exact 
words, what else did you hear me say during the course of 
my speech in the Domain?

AUDAX [as ROONEY] Er, what do you mean, sir?

FRED What other words did I speak, or what did I talk about?

ROONEY and COLLINS are puzzled and confused.

AUDAX [as ROONEY] Well, you, er …

 [as COLLINS] You read a poem!

 [as ROONEY] Yes! You had a book of poetry and you read 
a poem from it!

FRED Did I, indeed?

AUDAX [as both] Yes.

FRED [holding up a book] Is this the book?

FIDELIS taps the book with COLLINS’ white cane.

AUDAX [as COLLINS] Yes, that’s the one.

FRED The Queensland Criminal Code. Hardly poetry. I tender 
this, Your Honour.

JUDGE Let me see that. Mark it Exhibit One.

FIDELIS [handing the book to the JUDGE] Exhibit One.

JUDGE Did the accused have notes when he spoke?
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AUDAX [as ROONEY] Yes.

FRED Did you take a shorthand note of what I had said?

AUDAX [as ROONEY and COLLINS] No.

FRED Were you sent specially to the meeting to hear what I was 
going to say?

AUDAX [as ROONEY and COLLINS] No.

FRED Do you remember the words of any other speakers in the 
Domain that afternoon?

AUDAX [as ROONEY] Some of them.

FRED Now, you claim that these two hundred words we have just 
heard are my exact words?

AUDAX  [as COLLINS] Yes.

FRED Is there any particular reason why you should remember 
my exact words?

AUDAX [as COLLINS] Yes, I was interested. I’ve read some of 
your speeches.

FRED Did you say anything to each other while I was speaking?

AUDAX [as ROONEY] I turned to Collins and said I thought you 
were making it pretty hot.

FRED “Pretty hot”? What did you mean by that?

AUDAX [as ROONEY] Well, I meant that you were going to get 
yourself into trouble, sir.

FRED Did you get the impression that I was urging the meeting 
to break the law?

AUDAX [as ROONEY] Well, you did say that the workers should 
take the law into their own hands, sir.
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 [as COLLINS] That’s our job.

FRED But surely you would agree that, for example, whichever 
party wins an election could be said to be “taking the 
law into their own hands”. Is it unlawful for a party, or 
indeed a class, to attempt to win power through the 
democratic process?

JUDGE The witnesses are here to give evidence, Mr Paterson, 
not to enter into political discussion. Their job as police 
officers is to uphold the law, not to give opinions about it. 
That’s my job. 

FRED You didn’t take notes while I was speaking?

AUDAX [as ROONEY and COLLINS] No. 

FRED Did you discuss the evidence with each other between that 
day and this?

AUDAX No.

FRED But you expect this court to believe that you both can 
remember, exactly, two hundred words which I spoke on 
that day two and a half months ago?

AUDAX [as ROONEY] We are officers of the law, sir.

 [as COLLINS] We’ve been thoroughly trained to 
remember such little details.

FRED Can either of you remember anything I said before the two 
hundred words in question?

ROONEY and COLLINS are puzzled and confused.

 Or after the two hundred words?

AUDAX [as ROONEY and COLLINS] Well, er … [they whisper to 
each other] He said … no, no, it wasn’t that … it was …
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FRED Thank you, constables.

JUDGE You may step down.

AUDAX [as she divests herself of both characters] Thank Christ for that.

JUDGE Mr Paterson, you may address the jury.

FRED Thank you, Your Honour. [then, addressing the audience] 
Ladies and gentlemen of the jury. Sedition is a serious crime. 
Next on the code to treason. Yet the Crown comes along here 
with the most unreliable evidence.

 We are living in a democracy, and I speak when the 
opportunity offers. If I am guilty, even of sedition, I am 
prepared to take the consequences. But I am not guilty in 
this case.

 Would any of you, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, go to 
a political meeting and, on returning home, remember the 
exact words used by the speakers without the help of notes? 
I venture to say you would not. I say it is the Crown’s duty in 
an important case like this, to have got a shorthand writer if 
they wished to ensure a conviction. 

 You remember how the constables’ memories both began to 
function exactly at the same moment, and how they failed 
exactly at the same place. You have all heard of the Siamese 
Twins, how they were born together, they lived together, they 
ate together, they died together. 

 Behold the Siamese Twins of the Queensland Police Force! 
They were not born together, they do not eat together, they do 
not sleep together, and probably, they will not die together. 

 But they think together. They speak together. They remember 
exactly together. They forget together. 

 It is not I but the Crown and its method of giving evidence 
which is on trial at the present time.
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JUDGE [addressing audience] Mr Paterson has rested his entire 
defence on the unreliability of the two witnesses. Two 
witnesses whose testimonies agree in every particular. Two 
fine policemen. Trained witnesses who would have no 
difficulty, I’m sure, remembering two hundred words exactly.

 Now, you must consider your verdict. But don’t let anything 
you’ve seen or heard here influence you. Anything except 
what I say, of course, because I’m a judge. In fact, I’m the boss 
of all the judges. And I am incapable of lying, or misleading 
you in any way. There are grave penalties for lying if you’re 
a judge, particularly the Chief Judge of the Supreme Court. 
Missing out on being Governor of Queensland for starters.

 But we won’t go into that right now. Get in there and 
consider your verdict. And it better be a good one. [looks 
at watch] Hmm, it’s a quarter to one. I suppose you’ll want 
to drag it out so you get a free lunch, poor buggers.

FIDELIS, as court attendant, meanwhile, has been 
consulting with a specific section of the audience.

FIDELIS The jury has already reached its verdict, Your Honour.

JUDGE What is it?

FIDELIS Not guilty.

JUDGE Not guilty?

FIDELIS Not guilty.

JUDGE Ah poop! Well, Mr Paterson, you’re free. Go on, get out. 
We’ve all missed out on a free lunch.

AUDAX There’s no such thing as a free lunch.

JUDGE And there was no such thing as a communist barrister. 
Until now. Ah well, there goes the profession. [he leaves]
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FIDELIS All rise. [to audience] Now what does he mean by that, 
you’re all wondering. Well, the judge doesn’t have time to 
tell you. So we’d just like to replay for you a little scene that 
happened just before this play started.

AUDAX This morning, just before the trial …

PROSECUTOR [furtively] Psst! Fred!

FRED Hello, Pat.

FIDELIS Pat O’Rourke, Crown Prosecutor, Old Boy, Brisbane 
Grammar.

PROSECUTOR This has all been cooked up, Fred. It’s a purely political trial.

FRED How could a sedition trial be anything else? I must say 
I’m surprised the prosecutor’s telling me before it starts. 
Who’s behind it?

PROSECUTOR You’ll figure it out. There no way you’ll be admitted to the 
bar with a sedition charge on your record. It’ll be serious if 
you go down, Fred.

FRED Why are you doing the job then, Pat?

PROSECUTOR It’s a living. Anyway, better me than one of Moore’s yes 
men. I’ll try not to be too hard on you.

FRED I’ll try not to be too hard on you. 

FIDELIS The rest is history.
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SCENE 2 — A HALL. INGHAM. 1931.
AUDAX The following year, and a thousand miles further north.

We hear rain. AUDAX reacts to the rain.

 You are at an Italian function in the North Queensland 
sugar town of Ingham. It’s Christmas 1931.

FIDELIS Adults, children, a piano accordion. There’s even a few 
foreigners, like this young man. Kevin Leary, from 
Townsville, about 21 years old and …

AUDAX [with Italian accent] Hey! He’s not Italian. What’s he 
doin’ here?

FIDELIS Not everybody in Ingham is Italian. Besides, he’s part 
of the action later on. Just make sure everybody’s 
enjoying themselves.

AUDAX  [encouraging audience] Okay! Everybody’s a havin’ a 
good time, eh? Buon Natale!

FIDELIS In the last decade 24,000 Italians have migrated to 
North Queensland, many of them escaping the brutality 
of Mussolini …

AUDAX Or the brutality of poverty.

FIDELIS Men came out, worked hard in the cane, saved money, 
and brought out their wives and children. Families also 
came out together.

AUDAX Children were born. Life went on.

Groups of people talk in different parts of the room. We 
focus on MARGHERITA. FIDELIS, assuming the role of 
LUISA, approaches her.

LUISA Margherita! Are you going to marry Roberto?
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MARGHERITA No.

LUISA Concetta said they were going to announce it tonight.

MARGHERITA Well, Concetta’s wrong. She’s always making up stories.

LUISA Rosa told me the same thing.

MARGHERITA I’m not marrying Roberto. I’m not even in love with him.

LUISA Mama said you asked if you could go to Innisfail with him 
on Sunday.

MARGHERITA You don’t have to marry someone just because you go out 
with him for a day.

LUISA Mama told me you were going to marry him.

MARGHERITA Luisa, please stop talking about it.

LUISA She said Papa’s been talking to Roberto’s father.

MARGHERITA [grabbing her younger sister by the shoulders] Luisa, I am 
not going to marry Roberto.

AUDAX, assuming the role of MARIA, comes up to them.

MARIA Margherita, be quiet. Everybody’s looking at you.

MARGHERITA I don’t care. Mama, will you tell Luisa to go away. She’s 
annoying me.

MARIA How is she annoying you?

MARGHERITA She says you told her I was going to marry Roberto.

MARIA So what’s wrong with that? You are going to marry Roberto.

LUISA See?

MARGHERITA Mama, I’m not going to marry Roberto. I don’t want to 
marry Roberto.
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MARIA But Roberto and you have been friends since you were 
that high.

MARGHERITA That’s why I don’t want to marry him. I’m nineteen, Mama. 
I’m old enough to know my own mind, and I’m not ready 
to marry anyone yet.

MARIA I was married three years when I was your age.

MARGHERITA I want to go and live in Townsville for a while.

MARIA You want to go and live in Townsville? What’s wrong 
with ‘Ingha’?

MARGHERITA I want to get a job, and see some more of the world.

MARIA So you’re going to Townsville? Mama mia!

MARGHERITA Townsville’s a city, Mama. Things happen there.

MARIA I spent nineteen years raising a daughter and now she 
wants to go to Townsville. What about my grandchildren? 
Who’s gonna look after them?

MARGHERITA But I won’t have children for years yet, Mama.

MARIA Stop this nonsense before your father comes. He’s going to 
give you “Townsville”. Where would you live in Townsville 
anyway, and how would you get a job? You can’t do 
anything except be a housewife, like me.

LUISA She wants to be a film star!

MARIA Luisa! Silenzio per favore!

MARGHERITA I can live with Auntie Fedora. She said I can work in the café.

MARIA Eheh, Fedora … You stay away from that one.

MARGHERITA But she’s Papa’s sister, Mama.

MARIA Hmph …
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UMBERTO MELUZZI comes up.

MARGHERITA Papa! Papa! Is it true what Luisa says, that you’ve been 
talking to Roberto’s father?

UMBERTO Of course I talk to Roberto’s father. We cut the cane 
together. How can I not talk to him?

MARGHERITA No, I mean about Roberto.

UMBERTO Yes. We talk about Roberto.

LUISA See!

MARIA You see, Margherita. It’s been arranged. You can’t break a 
promise.

UMBERTO Maria! Silenzio, per favore. [the parents glare at each other]

MARGHERITA Papa, I’m too young to get married. And I don’t want to 
marry Roberto.

UMBERTO Don’t you like Roberto?

MARGHERITA Yes, I like him. We grew up together. We’re very good friends. 
But I don’t want to spend the rest of my life with him.

UMBERTO Why not? He’s been saving money. He works hard. He’ll 
make a good husband.

MARGHERITA Nobody in Australia has her husband picked out for her by 
her parents.

MARIA But that’s the way it’s always been. That’s how your father 
and I were married. That’s the Italian way.

MARGHERITA But I’m an Australian … and I don’t want to be miserable 
for the rest of my life.

There is a strong reaction as MARGHERITA’S implication 
sinks in. The parents look at each other, affirming the truth 
of what she has hinted.
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MARIA If that pig Mussolini hadn’t made us leave our own 
country, none of this would have happened. Umberto, talk 
some sense into her. [she leaves]

MARGHERITA Please, Papa. We’re in Australia now. We don’t have to do 
everything like it’s done in Italy.

UMBERTO O, figlia mia, figlia mia. [he puts his arm around her 
shoulder] E vero. E un nuovo paese. Tutto e sottosopra.

MARGHERITA I want to go and live in Townsville for a while. Auntie 
Fedora said I could work in the café. 

UMBERTO All right. All right. [he holds her head in his hands] You 
were my first born. I’ve always spoiled you.

MARGHERITA kisses UMBERTO on both cheeks. 
ROBERTO comes up.

ROBERTO Signor Meluzzi, buona sera.

UMBERTO Ehh … Roberto, come stai?

ROBERTO Bene, grazie. Hello Margherita.

MARGHERITA Hello, Roberto.

ROBERTO Are we still going to Innisfail on Sunday?

MARGHERITA Yes.

ROBERTO Good. Signor Meluzzi, I head the consul was coming tonight.

UMBERTO The Fascist pig! He better not show his face here tonight. 
Who told you?

ROBERTO Signora Schiavella, the priest’s housekeeper. The priest is 
coming with him.

UMBERTO Sono stronzi, tutti e due. Roberto, come, I must talk to you.
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He winks at MARGHERITA as he leads ROBERTO 
away. KEVIN LEARY, who has been in the background, 
approaches MARGHERITA.

KEVIN Hello.

MARGHERITA Hello.

KEVIN My name’s Kevin. Kevin Leary.

MARGHERITA I’m Margherita Meluzzi.

KEVIN How do you do?

MARGHERITA Well, thank you.

KEVIN Would you like to dance?

MARGHERITA Yes. I’d love to.

LUISA [who has been hanging around] You’d better not let 
Roberto see you dancing with a stranger.

MARGHERITA Oh, Luisa, will you leave me alone! [to KEVIN] Let’s go for 
a walk on the verandah.

KEVIN All right.

They move to the verandah. The atmosphere becomes 
quiet. Slightly romantic. We hear rainwater dripping from 
guttering, frogs in the background. The couple are enclosed 
in a warm, humid, sensuous environment. The innocent 
beginnings of a complex, lifelong relationship.

MARGHERITA Have you got a little brother?

KEVIN No, there’s just me.

MARGHERITA Luisa just won’t let you alone. If she can find something to 
annoy you with, she will. [a short silence] Where are you 
from? I haven’t seen you around Ingham before.
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KEVIN Townsville.

MARGHERITA Have you come to cut cane?

KEVIN No, I work in the railways. I’ve almost got my first class 
driver’s ticket.

MARGHERITA How come you’re here tonight?

KEVIN I’m staying at the Italian pub. They were talking about this 
at tea tonight and they asked me to come along, seeing as I 
was by myself. Nice of ‘em, really.

MARGHERITA Are you having a good time?

KEVIN Yes, I’m enjoying myself. I feel like I’m in Rome.

MARGHERITA Have you met many Italians before?

KEVIN Yes, of course I have. I travel around all the time. You can’t 
avoid ‘em up here … Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.

MARGHERITA I know you didn’t.

KEVIN The Irish have got a lot in common with the Italians.

MARGHERITA Are you Irish?

KEVIN My parents are.

MARGHERITA What have we got in common?

KEVIN Religion, for a start.

MARGHERITA But Italians don’t take religion seriously, the way the Irish 
do. Well, Italian men don’t. The women do.

KEVIN Do you?

MARGHERITA Yes, in a way. But I don’t like the priests, the Italian priests. 
They’re in favour of the Fascists.
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KEVIN That doesn’t mean they’re bad, does it?

MARGHERITA No, but it does mean you can’t believe them.

KEVIN You’re a very serious young lady, Margherita. I wasn’t 
expecting to have this kind of conversation here tonight.

MARGHERITA Are you sorry you came?

KEVIN No. Not at all. It’s good here.

MARGHERITA What sort of conversation did you expect to have?

KEVIN I don’t know.

MARGHERITA What’s it like driving trains?

KEVIN I like it. Moving around. Meeting people. Seeing places.

MARGHERITA [laughing] I might stow away next time you go down south.

KEVIN You mean Townsville?

MARGHERITA No, silly. I meant Rockhampton, Brisbane.

KEVIN Oh. I don’t go that far … Would you like to go to Brisbane?

MARGHERITA Yes, but I can’t yet.

KEVIN Why not?

MARGHERITA My mother’d kill me. She almost had a heart attack when I 
told her I wanted to go to Townsville.

KEVIN When are you going to Townsville?

MARGHERITA I don’t know. Soon.

KEVIN I’d like to see you when you come down. Perhaps we could 
do something together. Would you like that?

MARGHERITA Yes. I’d like that very much … Kevin.
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KEVIN Where will you be living?

MARGHERITA Probably with my aunt. She promised me a job. She runs 
the Railway Café.

KEVIN Fair dinkum? I go in there all the time.

MARGHERITA Oh, well, I’ll see you then.

KEVIN I hope so, Margherita …

MARIA [off, shouting] Margherita! Margherita! Veni qua. Subito!

MARGHERITA I have to go. Mama’s calling. Are you coming back in?

KEVIN No, I have to go get some sleep. I’ve got to get up at three 
in the morning to go back to Townsville.

MARGHERITA Well, goodbye then. It was a pleasure to meet you. 

KEVIN Goodbye. [they shake hands. She goes back into the hall. 
He leaves]

SFX: Thunder.

AUDAX and FIDELIS address the audience.

AUDAX While you’ve been out here watching the beginning of this 
ethnically mixed romance, the real drama’s been going on 
back inside the hall. The Italian consul showed up. Roberto 
and his mate Francesco hurled abuse at him, as only the 
Italians can …

They illustrate the incident.

 Porca miseria! Cosa fa qui, questo Fascista!?!

FIDELIS Eeeehhh … and accused him of being a Fascist and so on. 
The consul gave as good as he got …

 Che gran fagiolo! Fai schifo! Vai! Vai!
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AUDAX Eeeehhh … as only the Italians can. There was a bit of a 
barney, Roberto ripped the fascist badge off the consul’s 
beautiful Italian suit, threw it to the ground, and spat on it. 
[she spits] His mate Francesco did likewise.

FIDELIS spits.

FIDELIS Now, of course, the Fascisti were very much in favour with 
the Australian establishment at this time, so when the coppers 
arrive, who gets pinched but Roberto and Francesco …

FIDELIS assumes the role of a police officer and “arrests” 
Roberto, taking him across the stage. The Italians follow for 
a short distance.

ROBERTO Mi bisogna l’ avvocato! 

AUDAX freezes the scene with a hand gesture. She talks 
directly to ROBERTO.

AUDAX Not your day, is it, Roberto? And most of the lawyers up 
here are on the other team, I’m afraid, mate. But there’s a 
good antifascist lawyer in Brisbane.

ROBERTO Come si chiama?

AUDAX Frederico Paterson. I’ll give him a call. 

ROBERTO Grazie. 

AUDAX Prego.

With another gesture, AUDAX unfreezes the scene. As the 
arresting party leaves, ROBERTO shouts.

ROBERTO Abbasso il Fascismo! Viva L’Italia!

With clenched fists raised the Italians, including AUDAX as 
MARIA, also shout.

ITALIANS Abbasso il Fascismo! Viva L’Italia! [they retreat, murmuring]
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AUDAX Well. The long and short of it was that the two Italians were 
charged with assaulting the Fascist consul. Fred came up 
to Ingham to defend them. And thanks to you, Signore e 
Signori dell Giuria [she speaks to the audience as FIDELIS 
did in the first scene] they were aquitted. Bravo. [she gives 
them polite applause]

FRED PATERSON is arriving with a soapbox.

FIDELIS The next we see of Fred Paterson is back in the Brisbane 
Domain on a Sunday afternoon about six months later …

SCENE 3 — THE DOMAIN. BRISBANE. 1932.
FRED Forgan Smith’s policies deserve support. They will 

reduce unemployment, improve living conditions for 
the great mass of the people, and will maintain the level 
of wages.

VOICE 1 Why are the Communists supporting Labor? Labor isn’t 
supporting the Communists. [laughter]

FRED That’s where you’re wrong my friend. True communism 
is supported by true laborites. Both political philosophies 
come from the same source.

VOICE 1 What source?

FRED The belief that all people are created equal and that the 
world’s goods should be shared by all.

ERNIE, a “bagman”, has wandered in.

ERNIE Oy! If you believe in everyone getting an equal share, why 
don’t you give me half your money?
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FRED No, I won’t do that, friend, but I’ll tell you what I will do. 
I’ll give you half my brains, and then you won’t ask such 
stupid questions.

General laughter.

VOICE 2 Anyway, you can’t expect us to vote for a Communist 
in a constituency where there’s a Labor candidate. We’d 
be wasting a vote. The Communists have no chance of 
winning any seats. If you reckon they’re both the same, 
why don’t you just join the Labor Party?

VOICE 1  Cause the Labor Party doesn’t want ‘em! [laughter]

FRED The case is rather that we don’t want the Labor Party. I’m 
only advocating support for Forgan Smith because it’s a 
hundred times better than the prospect of another three 
years of Moore and the Tories.

VOICE 3 At least Moore rules from Brisbane. I don’t want to be 
ruled from Moscow!

FRED The Communist Party is an Australian organisation. 
There’s no question of being ruled from Moscow. As far 
as I’m concerned everyone in the Communist Party puts 
the interests of the Australian people first. Particularly the 
interests of the Australian working class.

VOICE 1 Rubbish! You’re all slaves to the Communist International!

FRED We belong to an international socialist brotherhood and 
we are proud of it, just like many of you, I’m sure, are 
proud to belong to the British Empire. Our allegiance 
doesn’t make us slaves of Moscow any more than yours 
makes you slaves of the British Crown. Although I’d like to 
see more evidence in the latter case.

Laughter.
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FIDELIS, who has been sitting in the theatre audience, 
moves over near FRED and makes a signal for him to wind 
up his speech. She carries a suitcase. She assumes the role of 
a party functionary.

FRED Thank you for your attention, ladies and gentlemen. I don’t have 
any more time this afternoon. I’ll be here again next week.

FIDELIS comes over to FRED.

FIDELIS You’d better lay off the support for Forgan Smith, Fred. 
Central Committee’s gone against you.

She offers him a letter.

FRED What does it say? [FIDELIS opens the letter]

FIDELIS [reads] “The policy of the Communist Party is one of non co-
operation with the social fascists of the Labor Party. Central 
Committee rejects your proposal to direct preferences to 
Labor. It also rejects the proposal to advocate voting for the 
Labor Party in electorates where no Communist is standing.

 “Furthermore, the Committee demands that you write a self-
criticism forthwith, to be published in The Worker’s Weekly.

 “Compliance with the foregoing decisions of the Central 
Committee is a condition for Party endorsement of your 
candidacy in the Toowoomba electorate.”

FRED I’ll carry out the policy of the Party, because it’s been made 
democratically. But I won’t write a self-criticism. 

FIDELIS Why not, Fred?

FRED Because I still believe I’m right. Once the Party gets people to 
write a self-criticism, even though they don’t believe it, the Party 
may as well not exist, because no one’s word could be trusted.

FIDELIS But the Party has to maintain discipline.
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FRED The Party has to reach the broad mass of the people. That’s 
what the Party has to do.

ERNIE approaches.

ERNIE ‘Scuse me, boss. Couldn’t spare a bob, eh?

FRED Yes, I think so. [gives him some money and then becomes 
absorbed in the Central Committee’s letter. He is not 
involved in the following “time warp”]

ERNIE And what about you, missus?

FIDELIS I’m the narrator.

ERNIE [not understanding] Hmm?

FIDELIS I haven’t got any 1932 money.

ERNIE What have you got? Monopoly money, I s’pose.

FIDELIS I’m just standing in as a sort of messenger to advance the 
plot. I don’t belong to this time period.

ERNIE [leaving] Every bastard’s got some excuse. [he approaches 
the audience and is about to ask them for money too, but 
judges they would be unwilling to assist] I suppose you 
don’t belong to this period, either. Very convenient. Tight-
arsed mongrels, the lot of you. [he goes]

FIDELIS is not quite sure if she still has control of the play.

FIDELIS Anyway, Fred, how are things now that you’ve been 
admitted to the Bar?

FRED Interesting, but I’m not getting much work.

FIDELIS You’ll never make a good barrister. You’re too interested 
in politics. 

FRED That’s precisely why I will make a good barrister, comrade. But 
I can tell you one thing. I’ll never make a rich barrister. Most of 
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the cases I’ve had so far have been defending the unemployed. 
The solicitors aren’t putting much work my way. 

FIDELIS You might have to set up practice somewhere else, where 
you’re not known as a communist.

FRED You’d have to be joking. I couldn’t keep quiet that long.

FIDELIS Have you thought about going to North Queensland? 
There’d be plenty of work. And they need a good 
propagandist up there.

FRED And it’s another thousand miles away from the Central 
Committee. I’ve made some good friends among the Italians 
up there. And my wife wouldn’t mind the shift, either. Yes, 
North Queensland. It’s not a bad idea.

FIDELIS Well, that was easy. [she holds out a ticket]

FRED What’s that?

FIDELIS Rail ticket to Townsville. [FRED takes the ticket] And here’s 
your port. [she hands FRED the suitcase]

SFX: Train whistle.

SCENE 4 — A STREET. TOWNSVILLE. 1933.
FIDELIS Next scene, Townsville the following year, 1933. Kevin and 

Margherita have been attending the first of Fred Paterson’s 
Lantern Lectures, an informative and stimulating evening 
arranged by the Friends of the Soviet Union. 

MARGHERITA I think I’d like to visit Russia.

KEVIN Would you really?

There is a short silence.
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MARGHERITA Why did you want to leave, Kevin? I wanted to stay for a chat.

KEVIN I don’t like getting too involved with these communists.

MARGHERITA Why not? Paterson’s one of the most decent people you’re 
ever likely to meet.

KEVIN Paterson’s all right himself. He’s a Rhodes scholar so you can 
bet he’s thought it all through. But it’s the system of thought 
I wonder about. And their allegiance to Russia. Father 
Flynn reckons they just get you in with all that stuff about 
Socialism and equality. But they’re really atheists.

MARGHERITA You still came along tonight, though. 

KEVIN Oh, no. I’m glad I went. Doesn’t do any harm to listen to a 
lecture if you already know what you think. Once they got 
you in the Party though, they’d brainwash you.

MARGHERITA Honestly, Kevin, I don’t know where you get your ideas from.

KEVIN No, that’s what Father Flynn told me.

MARGHERITA Did Father Flynn tell you to stay away from Fred Paterson?

KEVIN No. He reckons Paterson studied theology so he can’t be 
too bad, even though he claims to be an atheist. He’s a good 
barrister, they reckon.

MARGHERITA Yeah, I’ve seen him in court. He’s very clever.

KEVIN When did you see Paterson in court?

MARGHERITA He came up to Ingham to defend Roberto and Francesco 
when they were accused of attacking the consul a couple of 
years ago.

KEVIN Why were you interested in the case?

MARGHERITA The whole of Ingham was interested in the case.

KEVIN Did he get ‘em off?
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MARGHERITA Yes. We practically made him an honorary Italian. Every 
time he comes up home now they roll out the red carpet. 
Especially Roberto. 

KEVIN The one your parents wanted you to marry?

MARGHERITA Yes.

KEVIN Are you ever sorry you didn’t go through with it?

MARGHERITA No.

KEVIN What happened to him?

MARGHERITA He married a nice Italian girl … my sister Luisa.

KEVIN What about that question I asked you this afternoon?

MARGHERITA I’m still thinking about it.

KEVIN I’m prepared to meet your parents.

MARGHERITA I don’t know if they’re prepared to meet you.

KEVIN Look, I’m a good union man … Umberto’ll like that. I’m a 
Catholic … Maria will be tickled pink. And I’ve got a good 
job with the railways … How could they not like me?

MARGHERITA Oh, Kevin, there’s no question they won’t like you. It’s 
just that …

KEVIN It’s just that I’m not Italian. [pause] Why didn’t you please 
them and marry Roberto.

MARGHERITA I’m not trying to please them. I please myself. I’m thinking 
about lots of other things.

KEVIN Like what?

MARGHERITA Like whether I want to get married at all. I’m only 20.

KEVIN My mother was married at 18. 
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MARGHERITA I don’t want to be your mother.

KEVIN I’m sorry Margie. I’m not trying to push you into anything. 
Look, you know how I feel about you. I just want you to 
think it over and … if you say yes, I’ll be happy as Larry … 
if you say no I’ll be … miserable. [he laughs lightly]

MARGHERITA And if I say “I don’t know”?

KEVIN Well, in that case I’ll just keep reminding you that I love you.

He advances to kiss her. She does not resist. After a brief 
and innocent kiss, she rests her head on his shoulder.

MARGHERITA Kevin, I love you too, but there’s so much I’m not sure about.

KEVIN There’s one way to find out.

MARGHERITA I’d better get in before Fedora starts to panic. Drop into 
the café tomorrow after work. We’ll go for a walk down 
the Strand.

SCENE 5 — CAFÉ IN TOWNSVILLE, AND 
MELUZZI HOUSE IN INGHAM. 1934.

A telephone rings. MARGHERITA answers it. There are two 
areas of light — Townsville and Ingham — used as needed.

MARGHERITA Hello. Yes. Ingham? Yes … Hello, Mama. How are you?

MARIA Margherita, your father he’s very sick. Come home.

MARGHERITA I’m coming up on Sunday, Mama.

MARIA Come home now. He’s very sick. You’ll never see him again.

MARGHERITA He was all right when I was up for Luisa’s birthday.
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MARIA That was a month ago. Before the cane season.

MARGHERITA He’s just working too hard. He’s not as young as he used to 
be, Mama.

MARIA The doctor’s here now. And I got the priest.

MARGHERITA The priest? But Mama, Papa’s not going to die. He’s still 
healthy. He’s just not able to work as hard as he used to.

MARIA He’s gone crazy. The devil’s in him. He say crazy things.

MARGHERITA [laughing] What do you mean ‘crazy’?

LUISA [who has been standing by] Here, Mama, let me talk to 
her. [she takes the phone]

MARGHERITA Mama?

LUISA Margherita, it’s Luisa. You’d better come home.

MARGHERITA What’s going on up there?

LUISA Papa is very sick. He’s been in bed two weeks.

MARGHERITA Two weeks! Why didn’t you call me before this?

LUISA We didn’t think it was serious. Margherita, come home 
straight away. Tonight. Get a taxi if you have to. I got money.

MARGHERITA All right. I’ll … [looks at watch] If I hurry I can get the 
train. I’ll be there this evening. Ciao.

LUISA Ciao.

MARGHERITA hangs up. The lights fade. Lights up on 
Meluzzi house a few hours later. MARGHERITA arrives 
and is met by LUISA.

LUISA He’s dead.

MARGHERITA Luisa, no!
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MARIA [coming in and embracing MARGHERITA] Margherita! 
Figlia mia. Sei troppo tardi. E andato. He’s gone. Just gone. 
Just as you put the phone down. 

MARGHERITA makes towards the bedroom.

MARGHERITA Where is he? I must see him. 

MARIA No, no, Margherita. You no look at him. 

MARGHERITA Mama, you always told me never be afraid of death.

MARIA No, no … [she tries to restrain her daughter]

MARGHERITA Mama, I must see Papa’s body.

LUISA Mama, leave her go. She has to see him. 

MARGHERITA leaves.

MARIA Oh, Luisa, at least you’re still here. You can’t leave me, Luisa.

LUISA No, Mama, I’ll never leave you.

MARIA My only daughter with any sense. That Margherita! If she 
hadn’t left us, Papa would still be alive.

LUISA Mama, that’s nonsense.

MARIA Why else he go crazy? She married that Irish boy.

LUISA He’s not Irish, Mama. He’s Australian, like us.

MARIA She ran away, and married that Irish boy. She broke up the 
family. She made her father go crazy.

LUISA Papa didn’t go crazy. He was just delirious. With the fever. 
And you and Papa were both very happy at the wedding. 
You told Kevin he was one of the family. 

MARIA Luisa, promise me you stay here in ‘Ingha’. Otherwise you 
kill me too.
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LUISA Mama, don’t be silly.

MARGHERITA comes back, a look of shock on her face.

MARGHERITA Mama, Luisa. Why did Papa’s skin go yellow? What 
happened to him?

MARIA You should ask what happened to him. You didn’t care about 
him. You went away and married that …

MARGHERITA Mama! What happened to him? Why did him skin go yellow?

MARIA The fever! The fever! The doctor said it was the fever! And I 
say it was the devil!

MARGHERITA What fever?

MARIA The Crazy fever. The devil was in him.

LUISA Mama, that’s superstition. There was no devil in Papa. He 
just caught a disease. Come on, Mama, come and lie down 
for a while. You’ll feel better.

MARGHERITA and LUISA help her out.

MARIA Oh, Umberto …
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SCENE 6 — DOCTOR’S SURGERY. INGHAM. TWO 
DAYS LATER.
MARGHERITA [reading] “Haemorrhage of kidneys, haemorrhage of lungs 

and bowel wall, disintegrated spleen … Weil’s disease.” [to 
doctor] What is it?

DOCTOR Weil’s disease is a virus which it seems is spread by rats 
through the canefields.

MARGHERITA How did my father catch it?

DOCTOR The rats … urinate on the canestalks … and as the men grab 
the trash around the bottom of the stalks, they get small cuts 
in their hands from the sharp edges of the leaves …

MARGHERITA Yes. Papa used to get cuts on his hands every cane season.

DOCTOR Right. It’s only cutters that have got infected.

MARGHERITA Cutters? Have there been more cases?

DOCTOR Over thirty so far this season. But there’s only been a … 
few deaths.

MARGHERITA There must be a cure.

DOCTOR No. But it can be prevented.

MARGHERITA How?

DOCTOR By burning the cane before harvesting.

MARGHERITA How does that help?

DOCTOR The trash is removed, the stalks and the ground are made 
much more sterile.

MARGHERITA Why wasn’t that done before the cutting season started?

DOCTOR It’s not an easy matter, Mrs Leary. The Health Inspector 
won’t sign a burning order unless there’s some proof of rats 
in the cane.
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MARGHERITA So they have to wait till someone dies before they burn 
the cane?

DOCTOR I know. It sounds callous, but burning does reduce the 
sugar content, and the canegrowers are reluctant to burn 
without proof.

MARGHERITA How much more proof do they need?

DOCTOR Yes, I … would you like a drink?

MARGHERITA No.

DOCTOR You don’t mind if I … ?

MARGHERITA No. Go ahead.

He pours himself a drink.

DOCTOR I’ve only been here a few months. It’s all new to me, too. 
I try not to get involved in local politics. Especially sugar 
politics. Coping with the heat is a job in itself.

MARGHERITA What about the union? Aren’t they getting the cane burnt 
as a matter of course?

DOCTOR Well, the AWU doesn’t know much about Weil’s disease 
either. They’re being cautious. They have been successful in 
getting burning orders in some areas.

MARGHERITA That’s not good enough. 

DOCTOR I know, but not everybody accepts that Weil’s disease is 
caused by rats in the cane.

MARGHERITA There are rats in more areas than the cane … [she goes]

The DOCTOR watches her leave, then resignedly 
continues drinking.
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SCENE 7 — THE PUBLIC BAR IN A HOTEL IN 
INGHAM. LATER THAT DAY.

AUDAX assumes the role of ESTELLE, a barmaid. The 
AWU ORGANISER is enjoying a drink at the bar, and 
rolling a cigarette. MARGHERITA enters unobserved.

ORGANISER … and I got me back to the road, see, and Jacko says “take 
your bloody hat off and show a bit of respect”, and I turn 
around and there’s the bloody funeral, and the priest 
jabberin’ away in his own lingo, and Jacko’s all solemn lookin’ 
with his head bowed, and he whispers under his breath, 
“This augurs well for the season, old mate”. “Whaddya 
mean?” says I. He says “One less dago on the knife!”

They laugh but they are conscious that it is a tasteless piece 
of humour.

ESTELLE By gee, that Jacko. What an awful thing to say …

They notice MARGHERITA. There is tension in the air.

 Sorry, love. Women can’t come in here. There’s a ladies 
lounge out the back.

MARGHERITA Where’s the organiser?

ESTELLE You’ll have to go out to the lounge, love.

MARGHERITA Shut up! Where’s the organiser?

ESTELLE is indignant. All focus on MARGHERITA.

ORGANISER I’m the AWU rep. What can I do for you?

MARGHERITA I want to talk to you. [she looks at ESTELLE] Leave us alone.

The ORGANISER smiles. He is about to light his cigarette. 
ESTELLE moves away.

 What are you doing about the rats in the cane?



Popular Front by Errol O’Neill

56A Playlab Theatre Publication 

ORGANISER [his smile fades] What do you mean?

MARGHERITA I mean what is the AWU doing about Weil’s disease? How 
many more cutters have to die before you get off your bum 
and do something?

ORGANISER Look, miss, I’m sorry about your father. And I’m sorry 
about … laughing when you came in. We don’t mean any 
harm. We all have a bit of a joke about each other … I 
mean, the … Italians laugh about us, too.

MARGHERITA [she holds up a card] This is my father’s union ticket. 
He’s been a member ever since he came to this country. 
He worked hard. He had to put up with a lot. Sometimes 
he couldn’t even get a cut because the canegrowers gave 
preference to “British” workers … a policy which the AWU 
didn’t even oppose until it was forced to. And he had to 
put up with being called a dago by people like you. People 
who were supposed to be his mates. And now he’s dead. 
From a disease he caught while he was doing his job. If 
you’re not doing anything about it, then this isn’t worth the 
paper it’s printed on.

The ORGANISER has struck a match. At the end of her 
speech, MARGHERITA grabs his wrist and brings the 
burning match under the union ticket. The ticket burns. 

ORGANISER My hands are tied. The cutters get 20 percent less per ton 
for handling burnt cane … There are problems, I grant 
you. But we can’t be too hasty.

MARGHERITA How long are you going to wait?

ORGANISER Look, I’ve just spent most of the day out in the Victoria 
and Macknade mill areas. The blokes are talking about 
strike. That’s only going to make things worse. I’m in the 
middle of negotiations with the cockies and the inspectors. 
If the cutters just hold on a bit longer …
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MARGHERITA Thirty men already have the disease. What are you going to 
achieve by “holding on a bit longer”?

ORGANISER What are they going to achieve by going on strike?

MARGHERITA Who knows? Maybe they’ll get the children out of the mines, 
maybe they’ll prove the world is round …

ORGANISER I’m doing all I can.

MARGHERITA Maybe they’ll save their lives.

SCENE 8 — COMMUNIST PARTY ROOMS. 
TOWNSVILLE. MID 30S.

FRED sorts through papers. FIDELIS enters, in the role of 
party functionary.

FRED How was the trip?

FIDELIS All right.

FRED What’s the news from Sydney?

FIDELIS Central Committee wants to expel you from the Party.

FRED Because I wouldn’t publish a self-criticism? I’ve already made 
known my views about that.

There is a short silence. FRED continues to sort through papers.

 Expel me on what grounds?

FIDELIS That your attitudes are unbolshevik. 

FRED “Unbolshevik”? Is it “unbolshevik” to devote all my time to 
propaganda work? To recruitment? Look, in the couple of 
years I’ve been here in Townsville I’ve signed up hundreds of 
members. You saw the crowds we had for the lantern lecture.
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FIDELIS Good deeds are good deeds, Fred. Everybody carries on 
the normal work of the Party. But attitudes are the most 
important things. 

FRED Good deeds, attitudes. You sound like a theologian.

FIDELIS Maybe so. But I’m just relaying the Central Committee’s 
directive.

FRED Well, you can tell the Central Committee that as far as 
I’m concerned attitudes will all come out in the wash. In 
the meantime the most important thing to do is carry on 
the good deeds. People are beginning to flock to the Party 
because the priests can no longer satisfy them with all 
their cant about attitudes and intentions. Let them grasp 
the practical problems of socialism and their attitudes will 
develop correctly out of that. 

FIDELIS You don’t have to convince me, Fred. You have to convince 
the Central Committtee.

FRED No. I think the Central Committee has to convince me. 
The Party is growing faster in North Queensland than 
anywhere else in Australia. I don’t think they’ll jeopardise 
that growth by kicking me out. 
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SCENE 9 — A HOUSE. INGHAM. LATE 1935.
FIDELIS appears, reading notes.

FIDELIS “During the next cane season, 1935, Weil’s disease got worse. 
More men died. The canecutters did strike, from August to 
October, in the Innisfail-Tully-Mourilyan area. Their demand 
was “BURNT CANE!” And during that long and bitter fight, 
they cutters found themselves in opposition to not only the 
cane growers and CSR, but also the hierarchy of the AWU, 
and the Labor Government of William Forgan Smith.”

FIDELIS assumes the role of JEAN DEVANNY. She sits at a 
typewriter. There is a knock at the door.

DEVANNY Come in.

MARGHERITA [entering] Mrs Devanny?

DEVANNY Yes. [she continues typing]

MARGHERITA Mrs Leary. I was wondering if I could have a word with you.

DEVANNY Certainly. Sit down. [MARGHERITA sits. DEVANNY 
continues typing]

MARGHERITA I heard your speech at the Women’s Progressive Club the 
other night …

DEVANNY [still typing] What?

MARGHERITA I said I heard you at the Women’s Progressive Club …

DEVANNY Sorry love, I just want to finish this paragraph while it’s in 
my head.

She continues typing. MARGHERITA looks round, she 
picks up books and inspects them. Finally DEVANNY 
finishes typing. 
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DEVANNY Now. What was it?

MARGHERITA I’m Mrs Leary. Sorry to trouble you, Mrs Devanny. I heard 
you speak at the Women’s Progressive Club.

DEVANNY Oh, right. Yes, it was a good turn-up, wasn’t it? What’s 
your first name?

MARGHERITA Margaret … Margherita.

DEVANNY My name’s Jean.

MARGHERITA I was impressed by what you said the other night. I want 
to become more involved in the struggle, but I don’t really 
know what to do. I feel I’m not intelligent enough.

DEVANNY Christ, don’t let that worry you. It doesn’t worry the men 
in leadership positions in the Party. Anyway, who says 
you’re not intelligent enough?

MARGHERITA Nobody. It’s just a feeling I’ve got. I haven’t travelled much. 
I find men, particularly men in the Party, are hard to 
deal with. They don’t give us much room to contribute, 
including my husband.

 I thought, because of your work in Sydney, you’d come 
up against a more sophisticated type of man, more 
sympathetic … I thought you might be able to give me 
some tips about dealing with the men up here.

DEVANNY Don’t kid yourself, Margherita. Men are men, no matter 
where they are. They’re only fighting the class struggle. 
We’ve got the sex struggle to fight as well.

MARGHERITA But it must be easier for you. You’ve written books. 
You’re famous.

DEVANNY Huh! I’ve been arguing with the Communist Party leadership 
for years … and I’ll continue to argue with them … over 
the position of intellectuals, the position of women, and the 
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position of writers in the party. The Party’s suspicious of 
anyone who thinks for herself, just like any organisation is. 
But they need us.

MARGHERITA Have you ever thought you might have to leave the Party?

DEVANNY No. I could never do that. I’m going to stay in it and fight 
for change. I have faith in the Party. It’s the best organisation 
there is with any hope of achieving socialism. If I leave the 
Party, I’ll still have to fight the same fight somewhere else.

There is a brief pause. Both women feel at ease. 
DEVANNY turns to MARGHERITA.

 What about you, Margherita? Why did you join the Party?

MARGHERITA Because it was saying the things I wanted to say … but 
couldn’t. My father died from Weil’s disease last year. I 
knew nothing about it at the time. But then I discovered 
that his death could have been prevented if there hadn’t 
been such ignorance and obstinacy, and such resistance 
from the union …

DEVANNY Don’t talk to me about the AWU. They’re the greatest 
mob of reactionary bastards you’d ever hope to find in the 
labour movement. I’m writing about the Weil’s disease 
strike right now. [indicating the typewriter]

MARGHERITA For the Worker’s Weekly?

DEVANNY No. It’s a novel. I hope it will be the first really proletarian 
novel in Australia. [pause] I watched my father die of 
miner’s phthisis …

MARGHERITA What’s that?

DEVANNY Tuberculosis. It was a slow and painful death, and there 
was no such thing as workers’ compensation in those days. 
It made me angry. But I was too young to know where 
to direct my anger. When I got older I joined the Labor 



Popular Front by Errol O’Neill

62A Playlab Theatre Publication 

Party, but since this depression started it’s become clear 
the Labor Party’s just not enough. They’re too interested in 
getting power, and keeping it, to have any real sympathy 
with the workers. Where did you get this idea that you 
weren’t intelligent enough?

MARGHERITA I don’t know. It’s just that I’m not quick enough with my 
thoughts at meetings. The men seem to be the ones doing 
all the talking, and the only women who can get a word 
in edgeways are the really intelligent ones who’ve thought 
everything through. I never had much education, I’m afraid.

DEVANNY That’s just the point. The men are the ones who get the 
education, so of course they dominate the meetings. 
That’s why it’s so important for us to speak up. I mean, 
sometimes they’re looking at you, but they don’t see you.

MARGHERITA I’ve only been in the Party twelve months. I’m still a bit shy 
about speaking up at meetings. 

DEVANNY Don’t be. Just don’t be. We need people like you. Look, 
miners are organised, canecutters are organised, because 
they work in groups. Most women work in isolation. 
That’s why their need for organisation is greater. Even after 
socialism has been achieved, we’ll still have to struggle 
with men for equality. I mean, we’re doing it now, for 
Christ’s sake. How’s it going to be any different then?

There is a brief pause.

 What’s your husband’s attitude?

MARGHERITA We don’t talk about it much. My husband’s not in the Party.

DEVANNY He’s not?

MARGHERITA No.

DEVANNY What are his politics, then?
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MARGHERITA He’s in the ALP. And he’s active in his union.

DEVANNY What does he do?

MARGHERITA He works in the railways. He’s an engine driver.

DEVANNY What does he think about your work in the Communist Party?

MARGHERITA He doesn’t know I’ve joined the Party.

DEVANNY Are you going to tell him?

MARGHERITA I don’t know. Do you think I should?

DEVANNY Yes.

MARGHERITA He mightn’t take it too well.

DEVANNY To hell with the consequences. Margherita, you’ve taken a 
decision to liberate yourself. You’ve set out on a journey. 
Every now and then you come to a toll gate. All of the 
travellers have to pay. But women have to pay the most, 
because there’s so few of them using the road. When there 
are more women travelling there will be less of a toll to pay. 
That’s why women like you and me have to pay dearly so that 
our daughters, and our sisters, can travel more easily. Sorry 
about the sermon.

MARGHERITA Don’t be. It’s what I needed to hear.
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SCENE 10 — A CHURCH. TOWNSVILLE. EARLY 1936.
FIDELIS The 1935 strike was lost. However, at the beginning of the next 

cane season, ten more cases of Weil’s disease were reported. 
The Industrial Council promptly handed down a general order 
for the burning of cane before harvesting. After 1936, the 
necessity of burning cane before harvesting was unquestioned.

KEVIN is kneeling at prayer. FATHER FLYNN approaches, 
reading a breviary. He leans over and whispers to KEVIN as 
he sits on the pew behind him.

FLYNN Can I have a word with you, Kevin?

KEVIN Yes, father.

FLYNN When you’re finished.

There is a slight moment of awkwardness as KEVIN doesn’t 
know whether to “finish” his prayers or attend immediately to 
the priest. He turns but sees the priest still reading his breviary. 
So KEVIN goes back to the praying position. Eventually he 
makes the sign of the cross, perhaps a bit ostentatiously, to signal 
to FATHER FLYNN that he is finished his prayers. He sits back 
in the pew, beside the priest, who nevertheless continues to read 
his breviary. KEVIN looks around the church, slightly uneasily. 
FLYNN speaks initially without looking up from his book.

FLYNN I notice that your wife hasn’t been with you at Mass lately, Kevin.

KEVIN No.

FLYNN Anything the matter?

KEVIN We’re not getting on too well, Father.

FLYNN Sure, that’s normal in marriage after the first couple of years.

KEVIN We’ve got … differences.
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FLYNN That’s to be expected. That’s what the sacrament of 
matrimony is designed for. But Mrs Leary shouldn’t let 
her quarrels with you keep her from her Mass. You don’t 
have to come to Mass together, you know.

KEVIN That’s not really the problem, Father … 

FLYNN There’s an old saying, “never let the sun go down on 
your anger”.

KEVIN It’s not really anger, father. We’ve never had a cross word.

FLYNN Well, what’s the trouble then?

KEVIN We’ve got very different ideas about … the world … 
politics … the Church.

FLYNN Perhaps she’d like to come round for a chat.

KEVIN I doubt it.

FLYNN How are the … er … bedroom activities?

KEVIN Oh, good, Father.

FLYNN Good? Or … better than good?

KEVIN [blushing. He cannot suppress a smile] Pretty good, Father.

FLYNN [he sits back with a satisfied air and enters an expansive 
mood] Well, that’s a good sign.

There is a short silence.

 I know it’s difficult for women in the first few years 
of marriage, when they’re just about to take on the 
responsibility of raising a family, and so forth. But she 
comes from a good Catholic Italian family. There can’t be 
anything seriously wrong with her, sure. Perhaps she just 
needs to talk to someone. But don’t you worry yourself, 
Kevin. It’s just a passing phase. [laughing] I mean, it’s not as 
though she’s going to run off and join the Communist Party.
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KEVIN [with difficulty] Well, that’s exactly what she has done, Father.

FLYNN Bejaisus! You’re not joshin’ me, Kevin?

KEVIN No.

FLYNN [blows out a long breath. Pause] When did this happen?

KEVIN Well, it happened about a year ago, Father. I only … found 
out about it last week. I was going through a drawer and I 
found her membership card.

FLYNN You mean your wife’s been a member of the Communist 
Party for a year and you never knew about it?

KEVIN Well … look, we never talk about politics much, and I suppose 
it’s probably because I don’t want to. I never had any reason to 
ask her. I know she often goes to meetings at night … 

FLYNN Don’t you ever ask her where she’s going?

KEVIN No … I go to union meetings and Labor Party meetings … 
We’ve always respected each other’s rights … she often goes 
on outings with the girls from the café. We’ve always trusted 
each other.

FLYNN I think on this occasion your trust has been misplaced, Kevin.

KEVIN I don’t think that’s an accurate description, Father.

FLYNN You don’t think it’s accurate?

KEVIN No.

FLYNN I’m afraid you’re very naïve where women are concerned, 
Kevin. Now my considerable experience in the confessional 
tells me that to preserve the sanctity of a marriage, a man 
must have a pretty good idea of where his wife is and what 
she’s doing, and who with. Otherwise …

KEVIN Are you suggesting something about Margherita’s morals, 
Father Flynn?
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FLYNN Now, don’t get hot under the collar, Kevin Leary! I’m not 
making any judgement on your wife’s morals. My concern is 
with her faith …

This placate KEVIN somewhat. There is a pause.

 Why didn’t you get her to join the Labor Party before you got 
married? Then you’d have something in common. You could 
attend functions together …

KEVIN She wasn’t interested in the Labor Party.

FLYNN Well, it’s quite a jump from there to the extreme left. How did 
it happen?

FIDELIS, assuming the role of a woman in the parish, 
approaches respectfully. She stands to the side, hesitant. When 
FLYNN becomes aware of her, she genuflects and comes to him.

FIDELIS Excuse me, Father. Sorry to bother you. I just got new rosary 
beads and I wonder if you’d bless them for me, please.

FLYNN [takes beads, blesses them] Of course. In nomine Patris et Filii, 
et Spiritus Scancti … [he trails off into a Latin mumble]

FIDELIS [taking the beads and leaving] Thank you, Father.

FLYNN You’re welcome.

KEVIN It was after her father died last year. She suddenly changed.

FLYNN The death of a close relative often brings about deep changes 
in a person’s behaviour. [pause] You’ve never … er … been 
tempted to join the Communists yourself, Kevin?

KEVIN No, Father. I’ve always believed in the Labor Party. My father 
was a Labor man.

FLYNN Yes, it’s the only party for progressive people in this day and age.

KEVIN We don’t usually hear you talking about politics, Father.
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FLYNN Oh, I’m a Labor man myself, Kevin. Like my father before me. 
And a Republican, what’s more. I’m not a member of the Party 
of course, but I vote Labor. Forgan Smith is a fine man. He’s 
not a Catholic, but he’s a fine man nonetheless. And he’s got 
some fine Catholics around him in the cabinet. No, he’s doing 
a good job. 

AUDAX, assuming the role of a nun, approaches respectfully. 
She hesitates. When FLYNN becomes aware of her, she comes 
over to him.

AUDAX Excuse me, Father. Sorry to bother you. Mother Superior wants 
to know when you’ll be ready to hear the nuns’ confessions.

FLYNN Oh, yes, Sister … I’ll be along directly.

AUDAX Thank you, Father. [she goes]

FLYNN I’d better run along, Kevin. Thanks for the chat.

KEVIN Thank you, father.

FLYNN Ask your wife to come and see me.

KEVIN She might not want to …

FLYNN Oh, I think she’ll appreciate the fact that I’m concerned about 
her. Tell her to pop in.

KEVIN Yes, Father.

FLYNN makes to leave, then comes back, and in a very 
sympathetic gesture, leans over and pats KEVIN on the shoulder.

FLYNN It’ll all work out. [he leaves]

KEVIN sits there, watching the priest’s departing form.



69 Errol O’Neill

SCENE 11 — RAILWAY YARDS. TOWNSVILLE. 1937.
AUDAX Nineteen thirty seven. The middle of the night. The 

northbound goods train slows down at the end of Third 
Avenue, Railway Estate, before moving into the Townsville 
Railway Station. Time to jump off.

We hear the noises of a railway goods yard. AUDAX 
hovers in the background. MARGHERITA appears with 
packets of sandwiches. ERNIE has just jumped off the train 
and is dusting himself down.

ERNIE Hey! Who’s that? [to himself] Wallopers! [he begins to 
move off]

MARGHERITA Hey, wait a minute. It’s only me. Communist Party. I’ve got 
some food here. [she offers the sandwiches]

ERNIE Tucker! What a beauty! They told me you’d be here. [he 
starts eating]

MARGHERITA What sort of a trip did you have?

ERNIE All right. But they don’t call it the rattler for nothing.

MARGHERITA Have you got somewhere to go?

ERNIE No.

MARGHERITA Well, come down to the Party rooms. You can have a wash 
there, and a bit of a rest.

ERNIE Any work around? 

MARGHERITA  There might be some tomato picking at Bowen.

ERNIE Nah. Had a look there yesterday. What are the coppers like 
here, comrade?

MARGHERITA Same as anywhere else.
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KEVIN appears in his railway clothes, carrying a Gladstone 
bag. He has been drinking.

ERNIE Come on, let’s get out of here!

MARGHERITA No, wait. He’s all right. He’s one of the … railwaymen.

ERNIE You sure?

MARGHERITA Yes.

KEVIN approaches.

ERNIE Hey, do us a favour, mate. Don’t dob us in.

KEVIN It’s all right. You’re safe.

ERNIE Thanks, mate.

MARGHERITA Do you know where the Party rooms are?

ERNIE I don’t even know where Townsville is.

AUDAX You can come down with me.

ERNIE Thanks, comrade.

They move off. MARGHERITA and KEVIN are left.

KEVIN You goin’ home?

MARGHERITA Yeah.

They move off in silence to another area of light — their kitchen.
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SCENE 12 — KITCHEN. TOWNSVILLE. 1937.
KEVIN I don’t like you going to meet the trains like that.

MARGHERITA Why not?

KEVIN Well, it’s dangerous … the coppers could get you for trespassing 
… and I don’t like the look of some of those bagmen.

MARGHERITA Oh, rubbish, Kevin. I’ve never struck a bad one yet.

KEVIN Besides, I’d like to think you’re safe here at home when I’m 
away on trips.

MARGHERITA Kevin, we’ve been through this a hundred times. I’ve got my 
work to do.

KEVIN You’re also my wife. And I’d like to know where you are and 
what you’re doin’ while I’m away. And who with.

MARGHERITA For Christ’s sake, Kevin, I stopped working at the café so 
we could spend more time together, but you took more and 
more travelling jobs.

KEVIN For the money.

MARGHERITA We don’t need that much money. You could ask for work 
closer to Townsville if you really wanted to be with me more.

KEVIN What do you mean by that?

MARGHERITA Just what I said.

KEVIN Look, I just don’t want you goin’ down to the goods yard in 
the middle of the night. There’s plenty of others in the Party 
to do that. What about some of the men?

MARGHERITA We all take turns. There’s a roster.

KEVIN Do you have to be on the roster?

MARGHERITA Why shouldn’t I be?
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KEVIN Because you’re my bloody wife, and I don’t want you to be. I 
want you at home. That’s why.

There is a pause. 

MARGHERITA Well, you might get your wish sooner than you think. I’m 
three months pregnant.

KEVIN reacts with a mixture of surprise and a guarded 
sense of elation.

KEVIN Why didn’t you tell me before?

MARGHERITA Because I’ve been trying to decide whether or not to have it.

KEVIN Whether or not to have it? Of course you’ll have it. My 
child. If it is my child. I wouldn’t let you get rid of it.

MARGHERITA Of course it’s your child. I haven’t been near another man.

KEVIN How can I be sure of that?

MARGHERITA [with quiet determination] If I had, I’d tell you. It’s not 
much of a world to bring a kid into, is it?

KEVIN It’s the same as it’s always been.

MARGHERITA Be realistic, Kevin. We’ve been living in a depression for the 
last ten years, there’s going to be a war in Asia and a war in 
Europe. We’ll be involved. How can you bring kids into this?

KEVIN Just because the Communist Party wants to spread doom and 
gloom all over the place, that’s no reason not to have a baby. 

MARGHERITA Not much of a family to bring a kid into, either.

KEVIN Kids are what make a family. Look, Margie, I wish you’d 
told me. This changes everything.

MARGHERITA It won’t change you.

KEVIN It will, Margie. It will. 
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MARGHERITA You’ll have to stop drinking, Kevin. I couldn’t bear it if you 
went on as before.

KEVIN I’ll be on the wagon, from now on. I’ll try, Margie, I’ll really 
try. So help me God, I’ll try.

MARGHERITA I hope so, Kevin. I hope so. 

SCENE 13 — A LANEWAY. TOWNSVILLE. LATE 30S.
ERNIE is approached by the AWU ORGANISER 
(previously of Ingham).

ORGANISER Hey, you. Clear off.

ERNIE Oh, fair go, mate. I just want to go to the dunny.

ORGANISER What’s wrong with the dunny over there?

ERNIE There’s a queue, isn’t there?

ORGANISER We’ve got to pay someone to keep our lavatory clean. We 
can’t just let any Tom, Dick, and Harry walk in off the street 
and use it.

ERNIE I didn’t walk in off the street, mate. I came all the way from 
Melbourne to Townsville on the bloody boneshaker, just for 
the privilege of showerin’ your sawdust.

ORGANISER Look, I’ve just about had you bloody bagmen. You can’t 
just come up here and expect everyone to look after you, 
you know.

ERNIE Well, what in Christ’s name am I supposed to do? I’ve been 
humpin’ bluey for five bloody years, lookin’ for a job.

ORGANISER You don’t have to come to Queensland. You got just as 
much chance of gettin’ a job in Victoria.
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ERNIE And what? Freeze to death while I’m lookin’ for it? Now, 
fair’s fair, mate, I’m bustin’ for a leak. Just let me use your 
dunny. I’ll be leavin’ for Cairns tomorrow.

ORGANISER No, bugger you. There’s plenty of trees down the lane. 
These facilities are for the workers in this office. If I let you 
in, every bastard’ll want to use it.

ERNIE Gee, that’d be a pity.

ORGANISER Now don’t be sarcastic or I’ll dob youse in to the health 
inspector. He’ll soon make sure you go back to Melbourne. 

ERNIE You’d be a nice kind of Labor man.

ORGANISER Well, there’s always about fifty of youse sleepin’ on the floor 
in there. It’s not healthy.

ERNIE That’s a good hint to let some of us camp in the bloody 
AWU office.

ORGANISER Don’t be cheeky. Now go on, piss off before I call the coppers.

ERNIE [leaving] You call yourself a union man …

SCENE 14 — FRONT STEPS OF THE PRESBYTERY. 
TOWNSVILLE. LATE 30S.

FATHER FLYNN greets MARGHERITA at the door of 
the presbytery.

FLYNN Mrs Leary. How are you?

MARGHERITA Well, thank you, Father Flynn.

FLYNN I knew you’d call to see me one day. Come into the parlour. 
I’ll get Mrs Greer to make us a cup of tea.
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MARGHERITA I haven’t got time for tea, Father. I’ve come to ask a favour. 

FLYNN A favour is it? What kind of favour? [trying to remain light-
hearted and jolly] Ask and ye shall receive, saith the Lord.

MARGHERITA I’ve come to ask if we can use the church hall to set up a relief 
station for the unemployed men.

FLYNN Er … what do you mean, Mrs Leary?

MARGHERITA Temporary accommodation. And a kitchen.

FLYNN When you say “we” …

MARGHERITA I mean the women’s Auxiliary of the Unemployed Workers’ 
Movement.

FLYNN You meant the Communist Party.

MARGHERITA If that’s how you want to say it.

FLYNN Look, Mrs Leary, I’m saddened by the fact that you’ve 
stopped going to the sacraments. I’m further saddened by 
your joining the Communist Party. But I’d be irrevocably 
saddened if the church hall were to be used as a means of 
spreading Marxist propaganda. 

MARGHERITA It’s not a propaganda exercise, Father Flynn. It’s a necessary 
work of human mercy.

FLYNN That’s what the Party says.

MARGHERITA That’s what anybody says. There are more and more unemployed 
arriving everyday. Someone has to do something for them.

FLYNN The church is doing something for the unemployed.

MARGHERITA But not enough. It’s no good telling people to put up with 
their sufferings in this life because they’ll get their rewards in 
the next. What about the corporal works of mercy? “Feed the 
hungry, clothe the naked, shelter the homeless …”
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FLYNN Don’t you lecture me about theology, Mrs Leary. And 
don’t accuse me of having no compassion for the poor 
fellows. I’m always puttin’ my hand into my pocket for 
them. When they call at the back door of the presbytery, 
they never leave without a half a loaf of bread under their 
arm, and a bellyfull of soup. I’ve left instructions with 
Mrs Greer never to refuse charity to anyone who calls.

MARGHERITA Well, I’m sorry, Father, I didn’t know that. And it’s 
admirable, but I would have thought that under those 
conditions you would agree to my request. 

FLYNN I’m sorry Mrs Leary. I cannot give permission for the 
use of the hall. Particularly to people motivated by a 
Marxist philosophy.

MARGHERITA Even if it’s for a purpose you agree with?

FLYNN I don’t mind giving a handout at the back door to a fellow 
who’s down on his luck, but I don’t want to make it too 
easy for them. If they know there’s a bed and a meal here, 
they won’t look for work.

MARGHERITA You don’t know much about the dignity of the working 
class, Father Flynn. I’ve never met an unemployed man 
who wouldn’t rather have a job.

FLYNN Now, don’t try your Marxist rhetoric on me, young lady. 
“Dignity of the working class”! I believe in the dignity of 
Man, and the dignity of Labour. Let them work if they 
want to eat.

MARGHERITA How?

FLYNN Sure, hasn’t Forgan Smith just enacted new legislation to 
provide relief work?

MARGHERITA Yes, and the jobs will probably go to contract workers on 
tender, not to the unemployed men who need the work. 
Just like the last time.
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FLYNN Well, that’s an organisational problem.

MARGHERITA Your answer is no, then?

FLYNN Yes.

MARGHERITA Very well. Good day, Father Flynn. [she is leaving]

FLYNN Oh, just one moment, Mrs Leary.

MARGHERITA What is it?

FLYNN Kevin tells me you’re expecting company.

MARGHERITA is somewhat taken aback, and 
disappointed, to realise that KEVIN has been shooting his 
mouth off, particularly to FATHER FLYNN.

MARGHERITA Yes.

FLYNN I hope you won’t prevent the child being baptised.

MARGHERITA I haven’t even thought that far ahead.

FLYNN I know. That’s my job. Kevin would be very disappointed, 
you know, if you were to put any … obstacle …

MARGHERITA That may be what he told you. But I don’t think he really cares.

FLYNN He still has his faith.

MARGHERITA He has a child’s faith, Father Flynn. It’s not part of his real 
life. I’m not even part of his real life. He’s never thought 
about his faith. About what it all means.

FLYNN A little thought is a dangerous thing, Mrs Leary.

MARGHERITA So is a little faith, Father Flynn.
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SCENE 15 — COMMUNIST PARTY ROOMS. 
TOWNSVILLE. 1937.

FRED sorts through papers at the table. MARGHERITA 
comes in. 

FRED What do you think of this, Marg? [he reads from notes in his 
hand] “The Guardian intends to wage a war against poverty, a 
crusade against war, a crusade against governmental tyranny 
and despotism …”

MARGHERITA Good. [she looks at a layout on the table] Is that the front page?

FRED It’s an idea for it. I’m still fiddling around.

MARGHERITA There’s no hammer and sickle.

FRED No. I thought it should be just plain. Bold type. No frills. “The 
North Queensland Guardian.”

MARGHERITA Central Committee might have something to say about that.

FRED We’re going for a wide circulation and mass appeal, Marg. I 
want the Guardian to look like any other modern newspaper.

MARGHERITA You’re always one jump ahead. How do you do it?

FRED Hmm … ?

MARGHERITA You spend the day in court defending someone who can’t 
afford to pay you, then you’re in here writing a newspaper, 
tomorrow you’re off to fight another election campaign. How 
do you keep going?

FRED I believe in what I’m doing. You sound a bit upset, Marg. 
What’s the matter?

MARGHERITA Oh, everything. I don’t know what I’m doing anymore. When I 
joined the Party, I thought I’d found all the answers. But now I 
don’t know.
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FRED Let me tell you something, Marg. I’ve been in the Communist 
Party over thirteen years now. It doesn’t get easier, it gets 
harder. There’s always an attack to fight off, some abuse to cop, 
some self-doubt to resolve. You just keep on struggling.

 There’s only one way to be a successful communist. You 
have to be so free of material needs that you’d have to starve 
to death because anyone could break your spirit. And your 
enemies never stop trying to break your spirit, by offering 
you material gains.

MARGHERITA Yes …

FRED When I joined the Party I knew that was the greatest danger. 
So I set out to live as simple a life as possible, so I wouldn’t 
be able to be tempted.

MARGHERITA Has it worked?

FRED So far. I suppose I’ve been unfair on my wife in lots of ways, 
expecting her to live this spartan life. She’s not a member of 
the Party, but she never complains. She understands why. 

MARGHERITA I wish I could say the same about Kevin.

FRED You don’t think he’ll ever join the Party?

MARGHERITA The Party? He’s more likely to join the priesthood.

FRED Do you ever talk things over with him?

MARGHERITA Sometimes … when he’s sober.

FRED Hmm …

MARGHERITA When I was a little girl, I wanted to be Saint Teresa. I 
thought if I could just turn into Saint Teresa every time 
some kid called me a dago, the hurt would disappear. Well, 
there’s no Saint Teresa, there’s just the real world, and there’s 
plenty of hurt. You can’t hide behind some fanciful notion.
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FRED You never know what the remedy is until you’ve felt the pain.

MARGHERITA I know. And that’s why sometimes I just reject the whole 
notion of the Popular Front. I mean, why settle for 
anything less than the total victory of Socialism? The 
dictatorship of the Proletariat. That’s what I’m convinced 
of, that’s what all those discussions, and books, and those 
hours of thinking were all about, weren’t they?

FRED Look, Marg. The Popular Front is a question of tactics. If 
we insisted on doctrinal purity and had nothing to do with 
anybody who wasn’t totally dedicated to the victory of the 
working class, we’d still be tub-thumping on our own when 
the Nazis walked in and aimed their rifles at us. There’s a 
real enemy out there. It’s Fascism. And Fascism is opposed 
to every decent, human, socialist, even Christian principle. 
They won’t take over peacefully. We’ve seen the evidence 
already in Spain. We’ve got to resist them, and we’ve got to 
unite with anyone else who’s resisting them.

MARGHERITA But during all that, how do we hang on to our beliefs? Our 
self-respect? What happens if that policy turns us all into 
some watered-down version of the Labor Party?

FRED I don’t know if the Movement Against War and Fascism 
will destroy the Communist Party. But I reckon Fascism 
will destroy everything, so for the time being I’m prepared 
to fight alongside the Labor Party, the farmers, the middle 
class … even the AWU.

MARGHERITA You start out with a grand vision of Truth, Beauty and 
Justice but as time goes on you settle for something less …

FRED But you don’t have to think about it as settling for 
something less.

MARGHERITA Oh, but you do, Fred, I do. And I hate myself for it. And 
after you’ve settled for less once, you keep on doing it, until 
you don’t even notice anymore.
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FRED But it’s wrong to direct your hate in on yourself. You’re 
wasting all that energy. You have to re-direct it to where it 
has some value in the real world.

There is a short silence.

 Let’s be analytical. You’re having a crisis of faith.

MARGHERITA You sound like Father Flynn.

FRED Maybe so. But it’s true. Communism is a faith, just like 
Christianity. And it’s even harder to maintain, because it’s 
got so many more detractors. When I studied theology at 
Oxford, I was an ardent Christian. Now, I’m a Communist. 
But just as ardent.

MARGHERITA You never do things by halves, Fred.

FRED No, that’s not correct. I’m not just “experimenting with a 
new system of thought”. I fought my way to a belief. It was 
hard work, and it took many years.

MARGHERITA Maybe I don’t believe in the Party as much as you.

FRED I don’t believe in the Party, Marg. I believe in the ideas 
upon which the Party is based. Show me another party that 
truly works towards socialism.

MARGHERITA Yes … I s’pose you’re right, Fred. But when I talk to Kevin 
… there’s no harmony, there’s no peace. If only the Popular 
Front theory worked at home. But the public world and 
the private world just won’t come together.

FRED They will, but it’s the task of a lifetime. It’s a long way off. 
For both of us.

MARGHERITA A crusade. [indicating the papers FRED showed her at the 
beginning of the scene] A crusade against war.
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SCENE 16 — WATCHHOUSE. TOWNSVILLE. LATE 30S.
ERNIE is in handcuffs. FRED PATERSON comes in.

FRED Ernie! What’s the problem?

ERNIE I got nicked, Fred.

FRED What are you charged with?

ERNIE Stealing a pig.

FRED Oh, that’s the little one tethered in the yard?

ERNIE Probably. Look, Fred, what sort of a defence have I got?

FRED Depends. What were the circumstances?

ERNIE Down at the unemployment camp by the river. The porker was 
tied up next to me, and I had a knife in my hand ready to slit 
its throat. They jumped me. I didn’t know they were there.

FRED Were there any other blokes around?

ERNIE Oh yeah, about half a dozen of us … They were gettin’ the 
fire ready.

FRED Did you put up any resistance?

ERNIE No. I couldn’t. They overpowered me. I said “It’s a fair cop, but 
society is to blame”.

FRED Did they write that down?

ERNIE No. They smacked me in the mouth.

FRED Did you say anything else?

ERNIE Yeah. I told ‘em the pig was just lying there when I woke up, 
and I guessed it must have been a gift from one of the farmers, 
so I decided to make use of it, in the spirit in which it was 
offered, on behalf of the unemployed.
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FRED What did the coppers say to that?

ERNIE Nothin’. They just smacked me in the mouth again.

FRED [serious question] Did you admit to taking the pig, Ernie?

ERNIE Course not, Fred. I’m not stupid … That bastard’s got a 
hundred pigs. He’s not gonna miss one. We coulda fed 
twenty blokes for three days on that pork. We had a lovely 
spit ready and everything. The bloody coppers probably 
knocked it all down. They’ve probably destroyed the whole 
camp by now.

FRED Sure as eggs.

ERNIE I dunno where the other blokes have gone … What are 
we gonna do?

FRED I’m going to see if I can get an adjournment.

ERNIE What for?

FRED Well, for two reasons. One, while there’s a case pending, 
they can’t make you move on. So you’ll be safe for a while. 

ERNIE How long?

FRED A few weeks. As long as I possibly can. And two, I’ve got a 
strategy that just might work.

ERNIE What sort of strategy?

FRED I’ve worked on pig farms. I know a bit about porkers. Just 
stay put for a while. I’ll go and bail you out.

ERNIE Gee, Fred. I don’t know how I’m goin’ to repay you for 
all this …

FRED I’ve got a few thousand election leaflets you can put in 
letterboxes for me. [he leaves]

ERNIE Sorry I bloody asked.
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SCENE 17 — COURTROOM. TOWNSVILLE. LATE 30S.
AUDAX Elections! Elections! Why does Australia have so many 

elections?

FIDELIS I dunno. Why does Australia have so many elections?

AUDAX So we can change the government everyone’s ashamed to 
admit having voted for at the last election to a government 
that promised to be like the one we had after the election 
before that.

FIDELIS [to audience] But governments are all about determining the 
vote of the majority.

AUDAX Except in Queensland.

FIDELIS And they used to be about majorities in Queensland too. And 
that’s when Fred Paterson and a lot of other Communists 
stood for election to Federal, State and Local seats.

AUDAX But to no avail … until 1939.

FIDELIS In that year two Communists were elected.

AUDAX Jim Henderson in Collinsville to the local shire council … 

FIDELIS And Fred Paterson to the City Council in Townsville.

AUDAX But before we send Fred off to the council chambers in 
Flinders Street, let’s watch the outcome of the pig trial … or 
at least one version of it.

FIDELIS What do you mean, “version”?

AUDAX Well, there’s more than one version of everything in North 
Queensland, ay?

FIDELIS Is there?
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AUDAX Kin’ oath! [to audience] And now, ladies and gentlemen, 
we present for your porcine delight, several of the hams 
you’ve already seen in this Dodgey Brothers re-creation of 
the past, in …

FIDELIS … One version of …

AUDAX The Fabled Fred Paterson Pig Trial Story from the Townsville 
Sometimes During the Thirties, with some of the names 
changed, but … [raising a finger] … the lessons intact!

FIDELIS Lessons! Lessons! Can’t I go to the theatre without 
someone trying to teach me a lesson?

AUDAX No.

FIDELIS All right. Get on with it.

AUDAX, in the role of a police officer, gives evidence. 
FIDELIS does her usual court duties. ERNIE is in the dock.

AUDAX I apprehended the defendant at the unemployed camp by 
the river, about to cut the pig’s throat.

PROSECUTOR With what, Sergeant?

AUDAX A knife, sir.

PROSECUTOR Is this the knife? [he produces a knife dramatically from 
under his robes] Exhibit One, Your Honour.

JUDGE Very well.

AUDAX That is the knife, sir.

PROSECUTOR The knife belonging to the defendant?

AUDAX I do believe so, sir.

FRED Objection, Your Honour. My learned friend is implying 
that ownership of the knife would be proof that my client 
stole the pig.
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JUDGE Sustained.

PROSECUTOR How else did the pig get there if the man who was about 
to slaughter it didn’t bring it there? [to the jury] I submit 
that the defendant broke into the pigs’ enclosure at the 
farm, took the animal, carried it back to the camp, and was 
about to slaughter it when the arresting officer found him in 
flagrante delicto!

The JUDGE politely applauds the histrionics of the 
PROSECUTOR.

PROSECUTOR The prosecution rests.

JUDGE Mr Paterson.

FRED Thank you, Your Honour. [to jury] Now, we’ve already 
established that the pig in question came from a farm five 
miles from the place where my client was arrested. The 
Crown alleges that my client carried the pig for a distance of 
five miles, yet has not produced one witness who claims to 
have seen him, thus laden, during that marathon journey.

JUDGE That is so. But he was apprehended with the bacon, Mr 
Paterson.

FRED Thankfully it was not bacon at that stage, Your Honour. 
Which brings me to my next point. In order to prove the 
implausibility of the Crown’s allegation, I would like to 
have the pig brought into the court.

JUDGE The pig?

FRED The pig, Your Lordship.

JUDGE You want to bring the pig into the courtroom?

FRED I assure Your Honour that it is crucially important to the 
defence’s entire case.
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JUDGE Oh, very well. Bring in the pig!

FIDELIS Call the pig!

VOICES  [off] Pig! … Pig! … Porker! …

All on stage look towards entrance with a sense of 
expectation. Will a pig emerge? Tension builds. AUDAX is 
the first to break it.

AUDAX Ahah! [to audience] Now, this is where Live Theatre really 
falls down. So, I want you to imagine a pig … big, grunting, 
hairy, pink, dirty, smelly …

 At the time of the alleged offence, the pig was a cute little 
Walt Disney quadruped with a curly tail. But that was a 
month ago, and pigs grow fast, especially when they’re 
being fed, dutifully and constantly, in the backyard of the 
Townsville police station not only by the coppers themselves, 
but also, secretly, at night, by the defendant. 

FIDELIS Are you quite finished?

AUDAX No. Not quite. I want to give the audience the complete picture.

FIDELIS You can’t ask people to imagine the pig when all the other 
characters are here in three dimensions. 

AUDAX You want to have a real pig in the show? I suppose you’d expect 
it to share my dressing room, and be paid an extra’s wages.

FIDELIS Yes. It is a bit much, I suppose. 

AUDAX You’re right. [to audience] And to prove that live theatre is 
always resourceful and imaginative, I’ll tell you what I’ll do 
… I’ll play the Pig! [she leaves]

FIDELIS Very fitting … call the pig!

VOICES  [off] Pig! … Pig! … Porker! …
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AUDAX enters as a pig, grunting and oinking.

FRED The prosecution would have us believe, ladies and 
gentlemen of the jury, that my client, whom you can see is 
a mere weed of a man [ERNIE feigns a cough], carried this 
large and troublesome beast on his shoulder for five miles 
through the streets of this great city, in broad daylight, and 
nobody noticed him. 

 If you believe the prosecution on these two points, you 
will believe not only that the residents of Townsville 
are all blind and stupid but that Herculean feats can be 
performed by mere mortals at the drop of a hat. 

 I do not believe that you are blind, or stupid, ladies and 
gentlemen of the jury, and even though we may disagree on 
many things, I do not believe that you will disagree with me 
when I say that there is one law to which we all are subject 
… a law which determines the possibility or impossibility of 
every action we undertake on this earth. A law which none 
of us can resist. And that is the Law of Gravity. 

 The defence rests.

FIDELIS [after canvassing a section of the audience] Not guilty! 
Not guilty!

JUDGE Not guilty? Missed out on a free lunch again!

End of Part One.
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PART TWO

SCENE 18 — BALLROOM AND STREET CORNER. 
TOWNSVILLE. 1939.

AUDAX and FIDELIS address the audience.

FIDELIS The nineteen thirties draw to a close.

AUDAX The end of the decade to end all decades.

FIDELIS The decade that gave us the bread queues to end all 
bread queues.

AUDAX And a crusade against poverty.

FIDELIS The decade that gave us the military preparations to end all 
military preparations.

AUDAX And a crusade against war.

FIDELIS The decade that gave us Fascist dictators to end all 
Fascist dictators.

AUDAX And a crusade against tyranny.

FIDELIS The decade that bred pessimism like never before.

AUDAX And the decade that bred the kind of hope that can only 
survive in the darkest of times.

FIDELIS By 1939, North Queensland, with its immigrant population, 
was a mirror of the social and political divisions of Europe. 
Townsville was the centre of one of the strongest antifascist 
pockets in the world. The Red North.



Popular Front by Errol O’Neill

90A Playlab Theatre Publication 

AUDAX Comrades, welcome to the first annual Communist Ball, at 
the School of Arts, Townsville. Dance to the music of Miss 
C. Waters and the Ritzy Revellers Orchestra. Continuous 
old time and modern dancing. Quickstep competition. 
Prize, two excellent guineas. A gala night. Novelties 
galore. Excellent buffet supper, provided by the Women’s 
Committee of the Communist Party. 

The ball is in progress. Groups of people talk in various parts 
of the room. KEVIN and MARGHERITA approach FRED.

FRED Good to see you, Kevin. Hello, Marg.

MARGHERITA Hello, Fred.

KEVIN How are you, Fred? Good turn up. [they shake hands]

FRED Yes, everyone seems to be enjoying themselves. 

KEVIN How’s the City Council campaign?

FRED I’ve got my fingers crossed, Kevin. Tom Aikens thinks he 
and I have both got a good chance.

KEVIN Ever known Tom to be wrong?

FRED Not that he’ll admit to … [both men enjoy the joke]

MARGHERITA Well come on, Kevin. Ask me to dance.

KEVIN Eh? Oh, yeah …

KEVIN leads MARGHERITA off to the dance floor. 
FRED turns to talk to a group of people. ROBERTO and 
LUISA come in.

MARGHERITA Luisa! Roberto! I thought you weren’t going to come 
down tonight.

ROBERTO I’ve never been to a ball before. I had to see for myself.
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LUISA Roberto said he wanted to be here to see the Communist 
Party ape the customs of the bourgeoisie.

ROBERTO That’s not fair. It was only a joke … [he bows jokingly] 
Would the signorina like to dance?

LUISA Con piacere … [they dance]

MARGHERITA I’m glad you spoke to Fred, Kevin.

KEVIN This isn’t a time for arguments.

MARGHERITA And I’m glad you came tonight …

FIDELIS Meanwhile in Europe, there was a dance of a very different 
nature. A dance for the darker times.

AUDAX France came along with Germany, couple of young 
sweethearts on their first date. But the New Year bells had 
barely stopped ringing when Germany got into a fight 
with Czechoslovakia. “See you outside,” says Germany, and 
poor old Czechoslovakia didn’t have time to roll up their 
sleeves before Germany produced a knuckle-duster and 
flattened ‘em on the verandah. France pretended it didn’t 
happen and went to see if the urn was boiling.

FIDELIS Meanwhile, Italy, always one to follow a bad example 
borrows the knuckle-duster and does Albania in, behind 
the girls’ dunny.

AUDAX Now, Germany and Italy, refused service at the bar on 
account of their behaviour, get stuck into the turps out the 
back of the hall. Pretty soon they’re ready to dance with 
everybody. But neither of them can find a willing partner, 
so they start dancing together. So attractive a couple 
are they that everyone in Europe forgives them their 
misdemeanours and gives them a big round of applause as 
they do the Gypsy tap with style and grace.



Popular Front by Errol O’Neill

92A Playlab Theatre Publication 

FIDELIS Meanwhile, as the Quickstep turns into the Goosestep 
in Europe, it is announced back in Townsville that Fred 
Paterson has been elected to the Townsville City Council.

 The first Communist ever elected to local government in 
Australia, he pledges his best efforts to make Socialism 
work for the citizens of Queensland’s second city.

AUDAX Back in Europe, word got around about the sly grog out 
the back of the hall, and all sorts of unlikely deals were 
being arranged under the tankstand. I went out with a 
flashlight. Chamberlain and Menzies were discovered 
with their noses right up Hitler’s bum, and I heard Hitler 
promise he had no designs on Poland, whose honour 
Britain had sworn to uphold.

FIDELIS But as midnight approached, things moved very quickly. 
Everyone was stunned to see Germany dancing with the 
Soviet Union. Nobody could tell whether it was true love 
or just a convenient little game of jealousies. 

The scene changes. FRED PATERSON is addressing a 
streetcorner meeting.

FRED Russia has been betrayed by Britain and France in her 
attempt to establish a united front against Hitler and 
Mussolini. She has finally been forced into this position 
of signing a non-aggression pact with Germany.

KEVIN You call it a non-aggression pact. I call it an alliance, 
Mr Paterson.

FRED Call it what you will, Mr Leary. As far as I’m concerned it 
doesn’t imply that Stalin has joined forces with Hitler. 

KEVIN Mussolini joined forces with Hitler, didn’t he?

FRED They’re both Fascists.

KEVIN Stalin knows which side his bread’s buttered on!
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FRED He also knows that the Soviet Union is in no position to fight a 
war. He urged an alliance with Britain, but the British created so 
many delays, he felt obliged to act to protect the Russian people.

KEVIN You call that protection … joining the enemy? You’ve been 
telling us all along that Russia is opposed to Fascism. Now this. 
Does this mean all you’ve said for the last ten years is bullshit?

FRED All I can say to you at this meeting today is to repeat that this is 
not an alliance. It is a non-aggression pact … a peace treaty.

KEVIN Well, whose side will you be on if we find ourselves fighting 
Hitler and Stalin together?

FRED If war comes, we Communists will strike at the cause of war 
… capitalism. 

KEVIN Oh, what does that mean?

FRED It means exactly what the Soviet Union has been doing since 
1917, eradicating the inequality of wealth and power which 
gives rise to Fascism. 

KEVIN Then why hasn’t Stalin stood up to Hitler before this?

FRED The Soviet Union has had its hands full building up its 
industry and feeding its people.

KEVIN Every country does that.

FRED But Russia is the only country that hasn’t suffered a depression 
for the last decade. Their economy is not a war economy as a 
capitalist economy must be.

KEVIN So what?

FRED Well, it probably doesn’t mean much to you. You’ve had a job 
for the last ten years. You aren’t one of the millions of people 
who’ve been living from hand to mouth in every industrialised 
country in the western world. 
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Scene changes back to the ballroom.

AUDAX Then just before the last dance, there was a black-out, a few 
screams, and we heard some bodies hit the floor. When we 
struck a match, we couldn’t believe what we saw. Germany 
had done the dirty on Poland, Britain and France had 
challenged the Bosch to a duel right in the middle of the 
dance floor, and while everyone’s watching this, the Soviet 
Union takes Poland out the back and finishes her off.

FIDELIS Crazed with lust, the Soviets do the same to poor old 
Finland who’d just been an innocent wallflower all evening.

AUDAX Well, that’s how it finished up. Just before mid-night, the 
grog’s got to ‘em all and no one knows who to trust. By the 
time we got to Auld Lang Syne, nobody’s heart was in it.

FIDELIS The dark times had set in. The hope that had been born … 
was eclipsed. 

SCENE 19 — COMMUNIST PARTY ROOMS. 
TOWNSVILLE. 1940.

FRED and MARGHERITA are sorting through files. They 
are ripping up certain pages and putting the rubbish in a 
bin. Other papers they retain. There is an air of urgency.

AUDAX By the middle of the following year, there is a lot of fear 
and mistrust in North Queensland as well. The North 
Queensland Guardian, along with all the other leftwing 
press in Australia, has been suppressed. The Party is now 
illegal, and after Mussolini enters the war, so are Italians.

There is a knock at the door. FRED and MARGHERITA 
are alarmed. They hesitate for a moment, wondering what 
to do. Finally, MARGHERITA speaks.
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MARGHERITA Who is it?

LUISA [off] It’s me, Luisa.

MARGHERITA [relieved, going to door] It’s my sister …

FRED continues to sort through papers.

 Why didn’t you ring and let me know you were coming?

LUISA [embracing MARGHERITA] Didn’t have time. Marg, 
how are you?

MARGHERITA Good, love. How are you? You know Fred?

LUISA Yes, hello.

FRED Hello.

LUISA You’ve got to help us. They’ve started arresting all the men 
in Ingham. 

MARGHERITA Roberto?

LUISA He’s outside in the car.

MARGHERITA How did you get here?

LUISA We drove down.

MARGHERITA You took a risk.

LUISA Roberto was under a blanket on the floor.

MARGHERITA Did you drive?

LUISA Yes.

MARGHERITA But you haven’t got a licence.

LUISA I know. It’s a good thing no one stopped us or we’d’ve both 
got pinched.

FRED Where are they keeping the men they’ve already arrested?
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LUISA In cattle train wagons. They brought them down to Stewart 
Creek this morning. Concetta’s father was one of the first. 
They took him while he was working in the fields. She came 
round straight away to tell us and we hid Roberto in the cane.

FRED Did they say why they were arresting him?

LUISA “Enemy aliens”, they said.

MARGHERITA Enemy aliens! They should be taking only the Fascists!

LUISA They’re taking all the men. Anyone with an Italian name.

FRED It’ll take the police a little while to sort out the difference 
between Mussolini supporters and the rest.

LUISA Yeah, thank God they’re stupid. They’re working their 
way through the alphabet. They took the Abruzzis, the 
Boccabellas and the Carmolinas first, so there was time for 
the word to get round. Can you keep Roberto here?

MARGHERITA We can, but it’s not going to do him much good.

FRED The police will be searching here soon.

LUISA Will they arrest the Communists?

FRED I don’t think so, but they’ll probably confiscate all our 
property. Whatever’s still left here, anyway. 

LUISA Well, what can I do about Roberto?

FRED There’s a party leaving for Brisbane the day after tomorrow.

LUISA But where can we hide him till then?

MARGHERITA I’ll take him to my place.

LUISA They might search your place.

MARGHERITA There’s no connection. Kevin’s not suspect. 
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LUISA What about you?

MARGHERITA No, even if they found our membership files [she indicates 
a box of cards] I’m listed under Meluzzi.

LUISA I’ll go and get Roberto.

FRED No, leave him in the car. [to MARGHERITA] You go now 
and take him home. I’ll finish up here. 

MARGHERITA Thanks, Fred.

FRED [giving her the membership files] You’d better take these 
and burn them first thing in the morning.

MARGHERITA I’ll burn them as soon as I get home.

FRED No, that’d attract too much attention. Make sure 
everything is destroyed. 

MARGHERITA Why don’t you stay too, Luisa? You can drive back 
tomorrow.,

LUISA I can’t. I left the kids with Mama. I’ll have to go straight 
back to Ingham.

MARGHERITA How’s Mama?

LUISA Confused. She can’t understand how we left the old 
country because of Mussolini, and now we’re being 
persecuted by his enemies. If Papa was alive she’d have 
killed them if they tried to take him. God forgive me, but 
it’s better he’s not here to see this.

MARGHERITA Come on … 
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SCENE 20 — KITCHEN AND LOUNGE. 
TOWNSVILLE. 1940.

ROBERTO is asleep on the couch in trousers and singlet. 
There is a knocking at the front door. ROBERTO wakes 
with a start. MARGHERITA enters in a dressing gown. 
Both show fear.

ROBERTO La Polizia!

MARGHERITA It couldn’t be the police. How would they know you’re 
here? Just calm down.

MARGHERITA cautiously approaches the front door. 
ROBERTO is anxious. KEVIN comes in the back door. 
The two men stare at each other silently for a few seconds. 
MARGHERITA returns from the front door.

MARGHERITA There was no one there … Oh, Kevin.

KEVIN What’s going on?

MARGHERITA Was that you?

KEVIN Why was the front door locked? What’s going on here?

MARGHERITA Kevin, keep your voice down. I can explain.

KEVIN I certainly bloodywell hope so.

MARGHERITA Kevin, you’ve been drinking!

KEVIN I’ve just finished a ten-hour shift.

MARGHERITA But it’s seven in the morning.

KEVIN That’s my bloody business. Look, what’s been going on here?

MARGHERITA The Federal Police are arresting the Italian men. Luisa 
brought Roberto down last night. There was nowhere else 
he could hide.



99 Errol O’Neill

KEVIN I don’t like hiding fugitives in my house. Particularly not your 
former boyfriends.

MARGHERITA For Christ’s sake, Kevin, don’t be so bloody stupid!

KEVIN I don’t know what you two have been doing while I’ve been out 
working, but …

ROBERTO [firmly] Ascoltami! [KEVIN listens] Nothing has happened 
here between your wife and me. I am running from the police. 
You must let me stay here one more night. Then, I will have … 
salvacondotto … [to MARGHERITA] come si dice?

MARGHERITA Safe conduct … 

ROBERTO … safe conduct to Brisbane.

KEVIN Look, I don’t want to get involved in …

ROBERTO You once told me you were antifascist.

KEVIN And I am.

ROBERTO This is the test. [staring directly into this eyes] If you betray 
me, you will regret.

KEVIN How are you going to get out of Townsville? They’re checking 
all the roads.

MARGHERITA Paterson’s arranging a lift to Brisbane with some of the comrades.

KEVIN When are they leaving?

MARGHERITA Tomorrow morning in a light plane.

KEVIN All right. But this isn’t easy for me.

There is a knock at the back door and a slight reaction from all 
three. FRED PATERSON walks in. He carries a bundle of papers. 

FRED [entering] Anyone home? Hello Kevin. Bad news. The plane 
trip’s fallen through.
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MARGHERITA Why?

FRED National security regulations. Couldn’t get a clearance.

ROBERTO Porca Madonna!

FRED Don’t worry, Roberto. Something’ll turn up. [giving 
MARGHERITA the papers] Here, some more fuel for 
the bonfire.

There is a short silence.

KEVIN [suddenly] I’m taking a load to Rockie this evening. You 
can ride up in the engine with me. But if anything happens 
… I don’t know you. 

ROBERTO Grazie.

SCENE 21 — FACTORY GATES AND PARLIAMENT. 
BRISBANE. CA. 1944.
FIDELIS War in Europe rages. War in the Pacific is not far off. The 

Communist Party changes its name to the Queensland 
Political Rights Committee, and works underground.

AUDAX Finally, Hitler attacks the Soviet Union. And suddenly 
we find ourselves fighting alongside “Our Brave Russian 
Allies”. The Communist Party gets behind the war effort, 
and the ban is lifted. 

FIDELIS Meanwhile, Margherita and Kevin have reached breaking 
point. He tries to enlist, but is told he is in a reserved 
occupation and must remain a train driver. She leaves 
him and takes the kids to Brisbane, where she works in a 
munitions factory, and carries on Party work. 
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MARGHERITA is seen handing out leaflets at a factory gate. 
She is dressed like other workers in overalls and head scarf. 
One worker defiantly crumples a leaflet and throws it at her 
feet. She patiently picks it up and smooths it. 

AUDAX And while the war is in its fifth year, Fred Paterson, World 
War One veteran, Rhodes Scholar, theology graduate, orator, 
barrister, after so many attempts, is finally elected to the 
Queensland Parliament for the seat of Bowen. He is the 
only Communist candidate ever elected to an Australian 
parliament. Naturally, he is at odds with the Government of 
Frank Arthur Cooper.

Scene changes to Parliament. FIDELIS assumes the role of 
speaker.

FRED We believe, Mr Speaker, that this Labor Government must be 
prepared to exercise the most vigorous and far-reaching control 
over finance, because it will be fatal to allow the old system of 
capitalism to operate for any needless time after the end of this 
war. In a word, we must be prepared to go boldly forward along 
the path to socialism, which is the objective not only of the 
Communist Party but of the Australian Labor Party.

A GOVERNMENT 
MEMBER Don’t you tell us what our objectives are!

ANOTHER 
GOVERNMENT 
MEMBER Speak for yourself!

FIDELIS Government members will allow the Honourable Member for 
Bowen to be heard in silence!

FRED There are a number of people in this Government who are 
honestly striving to destroy the conditions of poverty and 
economic insecurity. But we need more than honesty, and 
sincerity. We must have a clear understanding of the causes of 
poverty and economic insecurity, in order to rectify the position.
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A GOVERNMENT 
MEMBER Your Party is the only thing that needs rectifying.

FIDELIS The member for Mirani will cease interjecting!

FRED What then, I ask, is the cause of poverty and economic 
insecurity? Why do we have boom periods when there 
is plenty of employment, high wages and contentment, 
followed by crises and depression? Can any sensible 
person in this country suggest for one moment that in the 
great crisis that took control of this continent of ours in 
1929 our people went without milk because many of our 
cows ceased to produce milk? Can anyone suggest that 
they went without fruit because our fruit trees ceased to 
bear fruit? And can anyone suggest that we went without 
manufactured goods because our machinery ceased to 
turn and our artisans lost their skill? Not on your life. 
That crisis was the inevitable result of what we know 
as the capitalist system, a system in which the financial 
institutions and most of the means of production are in 
the hands of a relatively small number of people, a system 
in which production is carried on primarily for profit and 
in which when profit ceases production ceases, whether or 
not the people require what is being produced.

A MEMBER It’s a system which rewards the enterprising and not the lazy!

FIDELIS Order!

FRED In order to solve the problem, we must be willing to 
unite with all political parties and organisations that are 
determined to nationalise and ultimately socialise industry. 
The true position is this … it is only under socialism that 
money will cease to be our master and become our servant.

A GOVERNMENT 
MEMBER Money is capital!
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FRED Money is not capital! It is absurd to suggest, Mr Speaker, that 
the one pound five shillings I have in my pocket is capital. 
Money can be transformed into capital. You can have capital 
without any money at all. If all the money in Australia 
tomorrow should disappear by the wave of a magic wand, 
the capital of the Colonial Sugar Refining Company and 
BHP would still exist!

MEMBERS Rubbish! … Go back to Russia! … etc …

FIDELIS Order!

SCENE 22 — FOOTPATH. TOWNSVILLE. WARTIME.
KEVIN and ESTELLE are leaving a hotel. He has been 
drinking and is in a seductive mood. ESTELLE has had a few 
drinks with him after closing the bar.

KEVIN No, come on, it’s all right.

ESTELLE Oh, I don’t know. I think I’d better go home. 

KEVIN No, it’s all right I tell you. Look, we’ll just go back for half an 
hour, we’ll have a cup of tea, and I’ll walk you home.

ESTELLE Oh well, all right. But it can only be half an hour. I’ve got to 
work in the morning.

KEVIN You don’t start till ten o’clock.

ESTELLE That’s as much as you’d know. I’ve got a lot of tidying up to 
do before the bar opens.

KEVIN Well, come on, let’s not stand here talking all night.

FATHER FLYNN appears. He is dressed in his golfing clothes 
and carries a golf bag.
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FLYNN Hello, Kevin.

KEVIN Ah … hello, er … been playing golf?

FLYNN Brilliant deduction, Kevin.

ESTELLE Oh, Kevin’s a clever one, is Kevin.

FLYNN Well, aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?

KEVIN Yes, sorry. Estelle, er … Estelle, this is …

FLYNN Kevin’s not good at remembering names. Pat Flynn. 
Pleased to meet you.

ESTELLE How do you do, Mr Flynn? You a good golfer, then?

FLYNN Average.

ESTELLE Oh, I’ll bet you’re good. You look like a real professional. 

FLYNN Things are never what they seem. I’d better be going, now. I’ll 
drop in and see you one day, Kevin. Lovely evening, isn’t it?

KEVIN Yes, er …

ESTELLE Good night, now.

FLYNN Good night. [he leaves]

ESTELLE Oh, doesn’t he talk nicely? Such a cultured voice. Is he a 
high-up in the railways?

KEVIN No, no, he er … he’s a friend of the family

ESTELLE He sounds so educated. And he’s so polite. Not like the rest 
of your friends.

KEVIN Come on, Estelle, let’s go home.

ESTELLE What does he do for a living?

KEVIN Oh, I don’t know.
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ESTELLE You must know. He seemed to know you pretty well. 

KEVIN Come on, let’s get out of here.

ESTELLE [realising] He’s a priest! Of course. The Irish accent, Kevin 
… are you married?

KEVIN Was.

ESTELLE That was a priest, wasn’t it?

KEVIN Yes.

ESTELLE Why didn’t you tell me you were married?

KEVIN My wife ran out on me, about four years ago. Went to Brisbane.

ESTELLE You could’ve told me.

KEVIN If she was still here, I would’ve told you. 

ESTELLE That’s not the point. I want to know where I stand.

KEVIN All right, I’ll tell you about it.

ESTELLE I want to know everything.

KEVIN Yeah, well, I’m not going to tell you my life story on the 
footpath outside Lowth’s Hotel. Let’s go back to my place.

ESTELLE All right …
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SCENE 23 — PARLIAMENT. BRISBANE. WARTIME.
FRED Revolution in itself, Mr Speaker, is neither a violent thing 

nor a non-violent thing … that depends entirely upon the 
circumstances. A revolution is a complete change in the 
economic basis of society. The question does arise, however 
… how will this complete change be achieved? Will it involve 
the use of violence or not? That, the Communist Party asserts, 
will depend partly on the strength of the organisation of the 
banker-capitalist class that will be deposed, and partly on the 
strength and organisation of the Government and the unions 
and other people’s organisations that will support the aim to 
achieve socialism.

A MEMBER Any party that advocates the use of force is outside the law!

FIDELIS Order!

FRED It is a strange thing that the people who suggest you should 
not use force against the banker-capitalist class never 
complain when a State uses the police force to baton down 
the unemployed during a period of depression. If to uphold 
the law under a capitalist system you can use violence in the 
shape of batoning a worker’s head, is it wrong when a socialist 
government takes control to use a baton on the banker’s or the 
capitalist’s head if he attempts forcibly to resist the law?

A MEMBER That is dangerous talk.

FIDELIS Order!

FRED It may be dangerous talk, but it is sensible talk. The Honourable 
Member for West Moreton never suggested it was dangerous 
talk to send police out to baton the unemployed. He would not 
suggest it was dangerous talk to put soldiers into the coal mines 
during a miners’ strike. That suggestion would not produce 
coal but it would produce untold misery and violence.
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SCENE 24 — KITCHEN AND CORRIDOR. 
TOWNSVILLE. WARTIME.

There is a knock at the front door.

KEVIN Come in.

FATHER FLYNN enters.

 Oh, hello, Father.

FLYNN I was visiting across the street and I saw your door open. I 
hope you don’t mind me dropping in to see you, Kevin.

KEVIN No, no … come into the kitchen. I’ve got some tea on. 

They walk into the kitchen.

FLYNN It’s just that I haven’t seen you for some time until the 
other night …

KEVIN Until you caught me with a tart.

FLYNN Now, Kevin, I’m not here to condemn you. I’m here to 
offer a helping hand. 

KEVIN Look, I appreciate it, Father Flynn, but I just …

FLYNN You haven’t been to Mass now, Kevin, for something like 
two years.

KEVIN I’ll come back when I’m ready.

FLYNN I know that. But there’s an awful danger that you’ll never 
be ready unless you accept a bit of help. I don’t like to see 
you wasting your life like this. I’m told that your drinking 
has gotten heavier. And the kind of women you’re meeting 
in hotels aren’t exactly conducive to morality. 

KEVIN Look, Father, I’ve got to work out a few problems for 
myself. It’ll take time, and I might make a few mistakes, 
but I have to work it out on my own. 



Popular Front by Errol O’Neill

108A Playlab Theatre Publication 

FLYNN But why are you refusing the help of your sacraments? 
Surely you haven’t lost your faith. 

KEVIN I don’t know what I’ve lost. I don’t know what I’ve got. 
But one thing’s for sure, I’m not taking anyone’s word for 
anything anymore.

FLYNN Well, that’s a real pity, Kevin. It would be so simple for you 
to come back to the sacraments. What have you got to 
lose? That strumpet I saw you with the other night?

KEVIN What would you know about it? With all due respect, Father 
Flynn, what would you know about it? I used to believe that 
you knew a lot about women. But I don’t think you do, now.

FLYNN Kevin …

KEVIN No, no, hear me out. Marg left me four years ago, and she 
isn’t coming back. I can’t force her to come back. She’s got 
my kids. They’re going to school. I don’t even know what 
they look like these days …

FLYNN You must accept some responsibility for your wife’s 
leaving.

KEVIN I used to get drunk and bash her up. I accept the blame. 
I’ve written letters, I’ve begged her to come back … it’s 
over, it’s finished …

FLYNN There’s always a chance. This war won’t last forever. You’ll 
see, as soon as things are back to normal …

KEVIN No, no. This is normal. This is what I’ve got to get used to 
… I can’t live the rest of my life without female company.

FLYNN True, but there’s no need to associate with …

KEVIN With … ?

FLYNN … women that you meet in hotels.
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KEVIN What’s the difference? Look, Townsville’s full of Yanks. I 
see ‘em all the time, prowling round look for a quick root. 
I’m looking for something more permanent. It may seem a 
bit sordid to you, but I’m in control of myself.

FLYNN is shocked, but pretends he isn’t. There is a short 
silence.

 Sorry you had to see this side of me, Father, but I reckon 
it’s time to be honest. 

FLYNN I’m a man of the world, Kevin. You can’t scare me off 
that easily.

KEVIN Look, Father Flynn, Estelle … that “strumpet”, as you call 
her … has moved in. She’s living here with me. If I could 
get a divorce, I’d marry her. It’s not love, but it’s easy. Now, 
I’m not going to kick you out of my house, but I’m not 
going to get down on my knees to ask forgiveness either.

FLYNN You’re unrepentant then, you stubborn old fool.

KEVIN Yes.

FLYNN Well, if that’s the way you want it, I’ll take my leave. [as 
FATHER FLYNN walks out, he turns to KEVIN in the 
corridor] If you want me at any time, you know where I am.

KEVIN nods. FLYNN departs.
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SCENE 25 — PARLIAMENT. BRISBANE. MID 40S, 
THEN 1947.
AUDAX The hot war ends. The cold war resumes. “Our Brave Russian 

Allies” quickly revert to our evil foes. The victors move in to 
re-build the traditional centres of capitalist industry … West 
Germany, Tokyo. The Courier Mail swears blind allegiance to 
the uncritical acceptance of post-war affluence. 

FRED The Communist Party rejects the contention that it is the 
function of the Government to act merely as an ambulance 
brigade … that is, to allow capitalist industry to rob 
and plunder the people during periods of boom and be 
expected in a period of crisis and depression to come to its 
aid and provide relief with all sorts of public works.

 In place of this unscientific conception, the Communist 
Party demands that the Government intervene vigorously 
in the management and control of profit-making industry 
so that the productive forces of the country may be used 
less and less for the profit of the few, and more and more 
for the benefit of the many. 

FIDELIS Nineteen forty seven. Fred Paterson is re-elected by the 
people of Bowen for a second term. 

AUDAX The same election brings to Parliament a young farmer 
representing the Country Party for the seat of Nanango. 
Johannes Bjelke-Petersen. Like Paterson, he is no friend of 
the Government.

BJELKE-PETERSEN … We are conscious of the duty and responsibility that 
are ours, which compels us to fight and at least through 
the Press reveal to the people the underlying principles 
involved in Bills and other proposals that come before the 
House, in order that they will be made aware of the fact 
that some of these measures will not give them more of the 
many things they so urgently need and seek to enjoy … 
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AUDAX Fast forward to the luncheon adjournment.

AUDAX distributes plates to the politicians as they go 
out, suggesting a lunch queue. TOM AIKENS and FRED 
PATERSON join the queue.

AIKENS Oh, Mr Bjelke-Petersen …

BJELKE-PETERSEN Mr Aikens …

AIKENS I don’t believe you’ve met Fred Paterson, Member for Bowen.

FRED offers his hand.

BJELKE-PETERSEN I don’t think I want to. The sooner we get rid of all this 
socialist rubbish the happier I’ll be.

AIKENS You can’t insult a fellow member, and my colleague, like that …

BJELKE-PETERSEN I can do what I like.

AIKENS After all, he was put here by his constituents, just like you and 
I were.

BJELKE-PETERSEN I can’t help it if they’re stupid.

FRED You have every right to do as you wish, Mr Bjelke-Petersen, 
but I think you should know that as much as we are both 
in opposition, you are the only member of the House 
who refuses to talk to me. I would have thought that as a 
believer of democracy you would be more interested in the 
interchange of opinions.

BJELKE-PETERSEN Hmph … [he leaves]

FRED Something else we’ve got in common that you should know. 
There’s one thing neither of us will ever be …

AIKENS What’s that, Fred?

FRED Premier of Queensland.
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SCENE 26 — FOOTPATH OUTSIDE RAILWAY DEPOT. 
BRISBANE. 1948.
FIDELIS Nineteen forty eight. The post-war boom is being presided 

over in Queensland by the Labor Government of Premier Ned 
Hanlon. But far from becoming the ‘working man’s paradise’, 
Queensland quickly gains a reputation as the Low Wage State.

A picket during the 1948 railway strike. MARGHERITA 
addresses the audience. FRED stands nearby. Picketers carry 
placards which say: DON’T SCAB, REMEMBER EUREKA 
STOP FASCISM NOW, ABOLISH HANLON’S SLAVE LAW, 
REMOVE HANLON’S SLAVE LABOR, HANLON WANTS A 
SLAVE STATE.

MARGHERITA The purpose of Hanlon’s low wage policy is to attract overseas 
and southern capital to Queensland and provide even higher 
profits for local capitalists. That policy demands not only low 
wages but a subservient working class.

The crowd voices agreement. A uniformed SERGEANT who 
has been observing proceedings comes forward. A plainclothes 
DETECTIVE hovers in the background.

SERGEANT You have one minute to disperse. If you remain in this locality 
you are liable to arrest. 

MARGHERITA Let’s not forget that Queensland rail workers in 1925 forced the 
Gillies Labor Government to increase the basic wage by five 
shillings. That increase was only won by strike action. That’s 
why we must stand solid behind the railwaymen in this strike.

SERGEANT  [grabbing MARGHERITA’s arm] I thought I told you to 
disperse. Now go on, clear out and go home or you’ll be arrested.

FRED I must ask you to take your hand off that woman’s arm.

SERGEANT Who are you?
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FRED Fred Paterson, barrister and law, and Member of the 
Legislative Assembly. You have no authority to tell these 
people where to go, Sergeant. 

SERGEANT What?

DETECTIVE [coming up] What’s going on here, Sergeant? [they confer]

FRED [addressing AUDIENCE] Ladies and gentlemen, the law 
entitles you to be here on the footpath. The police are only 
empowered to direct you to move on if they consider there 
may be a breach of the peace. However, if they so direct 
you, they cannot tell you where to move to.

SERGEANT Sorry, Mr Paterson, but I’ve got orders to clear these 
people out of here.

FRED Well, you’d better check with your superiors. Because I can 
tell you what the law is, and the law does not enable you to 
do anything except direct people to move on.

The DETECTIVE nods to the SERGEANT.

SERGEANT All right then. [to the picketers] I am giving you all the 
order to move on. Come on, move on. 

The picketers move on, and then circle round and pass the 
same spot again, and again. The SERGEANT is frustrated. 
The DETECTIVE realises he has been tricked.

PICKETERS Support the railwaymen! Don’t scab!

DETECTIVE You’re a real smart arse, Paterson. Aren’t you?

PICKETERS Support the railwaymen!

FRED Your words, sir. Not mine.

PICKETERS Don’t scab!

DETECTIVE Well, I’ll fix you sooner or later.
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PICKETERS Support the railwaymen!

FRED Is that a threat, sir?

PICKETERS Don’t scab!

DETECTIVE Hrmph …

PICKETERS Support the railwaymen! Don’t scab!

SCENE 27 — PARLIAMENT. BRISBANE. 1948.
FRED The Communist Party, Mr Speaker, makes no secret of 

the fact that it stands for a Socialist Australia, an Australia 
that can be constructed by the working class in alliance 
with other exploited sections of the people, namely the 
farmers and the middle classes … an Australia in which 
the degrading spectacle of man’s exploitation of man has 
no place, where the function of the machine is to release 
people from labour and not to make a profit for the owners 
of the machine, where people freed from labour are at 
liberty to follow cultural pursuits, where the fear of want is 
banished and the law of the jungle is at last no more.
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SCENE 28 — COMMUNIST PARTY ROOMS. 
BRISBANE. 1948.

AUDAX and FIDELIS assume the roles of Party 
functionaries. With a MAN, they are on one side of a 
table. MARGHERITA is on the other.

MAN Comrade Meluzzi, the committee has been reluctant to 
conduct this hearing, and it has considered the matter 
long and hard.

MARGHERITA What exactly am I being accused of?

MAN You’re not being “accused” of anything, comrade. You’re 
being asked for an explanation.

MARGHERITA This looks suspiciously like a trial to me.

MAN Comrade, the committee has an obligation to look into 
charges made against any member of the Party.

MARGHERITA Charges?

MAN Now, hold on. Let’s begin with a reading of the rules. [to 
FIDELIS] Comrade?

FIDELIS Rule 9. Disciplinary procedure. Clause A. Breaches of Party 
discipline by individual members, as well as any conduct 
or action detrimental to the Party’s prestige and influence 
among the working masses, may be punished by censure, 
removal from responsible posts, and by … expulsion.

 Clause B. Charges against individual members may be 
made by any person — Party or non-Party — in writing, to 
a branch of the Party or to any leading committee.

MARGHERITA In writing? If someone’s made charges in writing I wish to 
see them.

AUDAX This is only a preliminary hearing, comrade, to determine 
if there are grounds for proceeding with the complaint.
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MARGHERITA What complaint, for Christ’s sake? Come on, spell it out.

MAN Well, briefly, comrade, it’s got to do with your domestic situation.

MARGHERITA My domestic situation has nothing to do with the Party.

FIDELIS It had everything to do with the Party if it is detrimental to the 
Party’s prestige and influence among the workers.

MAN Look, Marg, Party members are highly visible in Brisbane 
at the present time. We’re playing a leading role in the Rail 
Strike, we’re got Hanlon on the run. That gives us a special 
responsibility in the eyes of the labour movement, and the 
population as a whole. This isn’t a vendetta against you. It’s a 
matter of record that the Party was very proud of your work in 
the munitions factory during the war. Your propaganda work 
and your recruitment figures were an example to us all. The 
long and short of it is, you can’t go on living with a man who’s 
not your husband if you want to continue doing Party work. 
It’s John, or the Party.

AUDAX We don’t want to see this matter go to a full committee 
hearing. We’re hoping it can be resolved quietly.

MARGHERITA Quietly? So that you’ve got no blood on your hands?

AUDAX We just want you to declare your state of mind of the issue.

MARGHERITA All right. I’ll declare my state of mind. I’m sick, up to here. I’m 
sick of having to fight for every scrap of decency, every bit of 
self-respect. As a kid, I was a dago. Then when I wanted to get 
an education I was a woman. So I had to get a job. Then when 
my father died of Weil’s disease I realised I was something 
else … a member of a class whose only weapon against 
exploitation was solidarity. Well, I joined the Party to help 
build that solidarity, to help to give the working class, and the 
dagos, and the women, back their strength and their liberties. 
I didn’t join the Party to have my liberties taken away.
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MAN The issue in hand …

MARGHERITA When the Party was illegal during the war I had to put up 
with spooks coming and looking through my stuff and 
asking who my friends were. Surely I don’t have to put up 
with it from you too?

MAN Comrade …

MARGHERITA If we’re fighting for political liberty then we must be 
fighting for personal liberty as well. What I do in my 
private like has got nothing to do with the Party. It’s a 
matter between John and me.

MAN There’s a body of opinion that suggests the contrary, 
comrade.

MARGHERITA I’ll fight it.

MAN You realise of course that if it goes to Central Committee, 
they could recommend … expulsion.

MARGHERITA Yes.

The MAN, frustrated by MARGHERITA’S stubbornness, 
walks out. MARGHERITA leaves also. AUDAX and 
FIDELIS drop the party functionary roles.

AUDAX Christ! How’s she gonna get out of that?

FIDELIS Hold your horses, Audax. We’ll get to that later. Right now 
there’s something more pressing to relate.

AUDAX What?
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SCENE 29 — TRADES HALL. BRISBANE. 1948.
FIDELIS [addressing the audience] The 1948 Railway Strike is in its 

sixth week. The sun dawns on Wednesday the 17th of March.

AUDAX Saint Patrick’s Day.

FIDELIS Trades Hall.

AUDAX and FIDELIS, assuming the roles of party 
functionaries, help MARGHERITA and the MAN from 
scene 28 to prepare a mock coffin, painted black, with the 
words “TRADE UNIONISM” on the sides, and shamrock-
shaped placards which read: “SMARSH HANLON’S 
FASCIST SLAVE ACT”, “HANLON’S DEATH BLOW TO 
UNIONISM”, “ABOLISH HANLON’S SLAVE LAW”. The 
audience is used in this scene and the scene after next to 
suggest the rest of the group of demonstrators.

MARGHERITA Do you think the cops will leave us alone?

MAN They’re Irish. They wouldn’t touch us on Saint Patrick’s Day.

FRED PATERSON enters, wearing a suit and a fedora hat, 
with a folded legal brief under his arm.

 Hey, Fred! Are you going to join the march? They’ll leave 
us alone with a lawyer out the front. Specially if he’s a 
Member of Parliament!

FRED Huh! Some of these coppers would like to get hold of 
me, Member of Parliament or no Member of Parliament. 
Where are you going?

MARGHERITA The morgue.

FRED The morgue?

MARGHERITA Yes. Well, Hanlon has killed trade unionism, so we’re going 
to give it a proper burial.
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FRED There’s too much irony there for the Queensland Police 
Force to appreciate.

MARGHERITA Hope the Press turns up.

FRED Have you told the Press?

MAN Course.

FRED When?

MAN Last night.

FRED That means the coppers will be well prepared. You should 
have left it till this morning. How many have you got?

MARGHERITA About 150.

FRED Good. Well, get ‘em all together.

MAN [to audience] Comrades! Quiet please! Comrades, I’ve 
asked Fred to brief us to the legal aspects of today’s action. 
Thanks, Fred. 

FRED Firstly, you don’t have a permit. Therefore, it’s an illegal 
march. The anti-picketing regulations have only been in 
force a week, so I think the government’s anxious to test 
them. If you’ve got placards advising people not to scab, 
the police have a right to take them. If you’re arrested, the 
police have a right to take your placards, even if they don’t 
constitute offences against the Act. I’ll watch the first part 
of the march, but I can’t join in. I’m due in court. Then I’ve 
got Parliament at eleven. Good luck.

OTHERS Thanks, Fred …
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SCENE 30 — A ROOM. BRISBANE. 1948.
SERGEANT Did you hear about the march from Trades Hall?

DETECTIVE No. What march?

SERGEANT The reds are having a march, apparently. At 9 o’clock.

DETECTIVE What? A little Saint Patrick’s Day Parade?

SERGEANT [laughing] Yeah.

DETECTIVE Is it covered?

SERGEANT They’ve got plenty of uniformed men rostered.

DETECTIVE That’s no good. Some of us better go us. Bloody uniform 
men … too fuckin’ polite. “Excuse me, sir or madam, I have 
to inform you that this is an illegal procession …” They need 
a good thumpin’, those fuckin’ commies. Only way to teach 
‘em a lesson.

SCENE 31 — SEVERAL LOCATIONS. BRISBANE. 1948.
FIDELIS Edward Street, outside Central Station, just after nine a.m.

The SERGEANT steps forward as the marchers come into 
view with the coffin and the shamrock-shaped placards.

MARCHERS Remove Hanlon! Save Labor! Remove Hanlon! Save Labor!

SERGEANT This is an illegal march. I order you to disperse immediately!

MARCHERS Remove Hanlon! Save Labor! Remove Hanlon! Save Labor!

The marchers continue. The order is repeated. The scene 
becomes confused.
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SERGEANT This is an illegal march. I order you to disperse immediately!

Moments of sporadic violence are highlighted. The 
marchers offer no resistance except gestures of self-
defence. The SERGEANT thrusts his baton between 
MARGHERITA’s legs in a lewd gesture.

 Here you are. All you bitches need is a good root. And I’m 
gonna give it to you.

MARGHERITA crumples in pain. The SERGEANT laughs 
and moves on, into the audience. FRED ‘sees’ him hitting 
another marcher and calls out.

FRED Hey! Cut it out! Stop hitting that man!

The DETECTIVE comes up behind PATERSON, raises 
his baton as high as he can and smashes it down on 
PATERSON’s head.

MARGHERITA No!

Everything on stage stops, goes silent, and focuses on the 
central image of THE BASH. PATERSON crumples and falls 
to the ground. The DETECTIVE stands over him, holding 
his baton. Both FRED and the DETECTIVE remain in these 
basic positions throughout the rest of this scene. AUDAX 
and FIDELIS rush to spots of light, representing phones.

AUDAX Collinsville three nine, please.

FIDELIS Bowen 256.

AUDAX I’d like to make a call to Townsville. The ARU office. Hello? 
Collinsville? Yes, yes. Listen, there’s been a bit of trouble. 
The coppers have stopped a demonstration and they’ve put 
about three blokes in hospital …

FIDELIS Have they left the meeting yet? Well, can you run down 
and tell ‘em that Paterson’s been bashed by the cops … ?
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AUDAX Paterson’s been bashed …

FIDELIS [in the role of the SPEAKER] Questions without notice. The 
Honourable Member for Mundingburra.

AUDAX Tom Aikens, Independent Labor. 

AIKENS A member of this House, the Honourable Member for Bowen, 
Mr Paterson, was bashed into insensibility and is now lying 
unconscious in hospital with injury to his brain. Is it the 
intention of the government to prosecute Detective Mahony 
for attempted murder, or any other charge under the Criminal 
Code, for brutally bashing Mr Fred Paterson with a baton on the 
head from behind, in Edward Street yesterday? Did Detective 
Mahony so brutally attack Mr Paterson under instructions from 
the Government? If so, what did the Government hope to gain 
by Mr Paterson’s death or serious injury?

FIDELIS The Right Honourable the Premier.

HANLON I do not know whether the Honourable Member is merely 
trying to be facetious, but I want to inform the house that the 
Honourable Member knows nothing of what happened up 
there of his own knowledge. You can be sure he was hiding as 
far away from the scene of the disturbance as he possibly could. 
The actions of the police have been characterised by the greatest 
patience and tolerance, and they have been actuated by a desire 
to maintain order without doing injury to innocent bystanders 
and the participants in these displays.

AUDAX Bruce Pie, Liberal, Windsor, asks a question.

She assumes the role.

 In view of the fact that the Australian Democracy is being 
remorselessly sabotaged in this State by the declared enemies 
of Western Civilisation, will the Premier join with the Liberal 
Parliamentary Party in moving for the banning of communists 
in this country?
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HANLON This Party could not afford to be associated with the Liberal 
Party at all.

AUDAX [as PIE] Not even against the communists?

HANLON No. I cannot see any difference between a dictatorship of one 
kind and a dictatorship of another.

AIKENS What about the dictatorship of the police in the streets of 
Brisbane? Doesn’t the Premier regard that as sabotaging 
Democracy?

FIDELIS [as SPEAKER] Order!

AIKENS Is it the intention of the Government to prosecute Detective 
Mahony for attempted murder?

AUDAX [to HANLON] Well, come on you bastard. Answer the question!

HANLON You can be sure the Honourable Member was hiding as far away 
from the scene of the disturbance as he possibly could.

AIKENS Is it the intention of the Government … ?

AUDAX No, it is not the intention of the Government. But it is my 
intention to bring this matter into the open.

FIDELIS What’s the point? It’s over and forgotten.

AUDAX It’s over but it’s not forgotten. Look, I’ve been battling 
through the bloodsoaked pages of Queensland history since 
1891, trying to find an explanation for the frustrations and 
obstructions suffered by every progressive movement that ever 
tried to exist here. This incident in Edward Street is the key to 
it all. Can’t we take a look at it while it’s here in front of us?

FIDELIS We’re only supposed to be telling the story. You want to 
intervene in history?

AUDAX Yes.
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FIDELIS [after a pause, and deferring to AUDAX’S anger and passion] 
All right.

AUDAX [to the DETECTIVE] Please step forward.

The DETECTIVE leaves the tableau of THE BASH and comes 
forward hesitantly.

FIDELIS But if you must conduct this “trial”, I insist on see that it’s 
advocated fairly. I’ll play Detective’s Advocate.

AUDAX OK. [to DETECTIVE] You are accused that at 9.15 a.m. 
on Wednesday 17th March 1948 you did, in Edward Street 
outside Central Station, maliciously wound, with intent to kill, 
Frederick Woolnough Paterson, MLA, by striking him over 
the head with your baton. How do you plead?

FIDELIS Come now, my learned friend, “with intent to kill”? How did 
that get into the charge?

AUDAX We’ve just seen the evidence. Why else would you strike a man 
on the head unless you wanted to kill him?

DETECTIVE He was a commie!

Both women look at him in shocked silence.

FIDELIS Is that any reason to attack him so viciously?

DETECTIVE The only good commie’s a dead one.

AUDAX Where did you learn the little phrase, Detective Sergeant? 
Certainly not while the “commies” were fighting beside you 
against Fascism a few short years ago.

DETECTIVE You can’t let a mob take over the street. You gotta be tough with 
lawbreakers. I might have hit him a bit hard, I grant you …

AUDAX A bit hard? You nearly broke his bloody skull! And he wasn’t 
even in the demonstration!
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FIDELIS My client was not to know that. He was just doing his job. 
Carrying out orders.

DETECTIVE Yes. That’s right.

AUDAX I put it to you, Detective Sergeant, that you knew it was 
Mr Paterson. You advanced upon him with the intention 
of dealing him a mortal blow, and you felt fully justified 
by the prevailing anti-communist hysteria of the post-war 
period. I will not be satisfied until you are found guilty of 
attempted murder!

DETECTIVE No! That’s not true! I only wanted to teach him a lesson.

Stunned silence.

AUDAX No further questions.

FIDELIS Detective Sergeant, you’ve been in the force a number of 
years, both in uniform and in plainclothes, have you not?

DETECTIVE Yes.

FIDELIS Are you happy with your job?

DETECTIVE Yes.

FIDELIS Would you say you were a pretty typical member of the 
Queensland Police Force?

DETECTIVE Yes.

AIKENS A question without notice to the Minister for Police. Is it a 
fact that as a result of a disturbance in Brisbane two years 
ago, Detective Mahony was ordered not to carry a baton 
except by the specific authorisation of a superior officer? If 
so, which superior officer authorised him to carry a baton 
on Saint Patrick’s Day?

DETECTIVE Don’t listen to him. He’s just using the Coward’s Castle to 
make allegations he hasn’t got the guts to make in public.
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AIKENS Who hasn’t got the guts? I threw down the gauntlet two 
days ago after the bashing. In public! Who hasn’t got the 
guts, now? You bludger!

AIKENS and the DETECTIVE move belligerently towards 
each other. AUDAX and FIDELIS are surprised and fear 
they may have lost control of the play. They hold the men 
apart until the tension diminishes.

FIDELIS Are the allegations true, Detective Sergeant?

The DETECTIVE remains silent.

AUDAX Answer the question!

FIDELIS This isn’t a real trial.

AUDAX Dhaaa …

FIDELIS [to DETECTIVE] Can you recall your state of mind on the 
morning of March the 17th 1948?

DETECTIVE It was Saint Patrick’s Day. And those commies were 
desecrating it with their … with their …

AUDAX With their democratic right of freedom of speech, 
Detective Sergeant?

FIDELIS Please don’t interrupt when I’m questioning the witness. 
Now, Detective Sergeant, can you explain how Mr Paterson 
sustained such a serious injury?

DETECTIVE No.

FIDELIS Can you recall the report on the incident made to your 
superiors?

DETECTIVE Yes. The Commissioner needed a report for the Minister to 
present in Parliament the next day.
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FIDELIS I have the report right here. [reading] “During the course 
of the disturbance, two detectives found Mr Paterson, 
MLA, injured, and he explained to the detectives that 
he was walking down along Edward Street alongside the 
procession, along the footpath, and he was hit from behind”.

DETECTIVE Yes, that’s right. He said he’d been hit by person or persons 
unknown. But read on, the next bit’s important.

FIDELIS [reads] “As an act of charity, the detectives offered to drive 
Mr Paterson for ambulance attention, and he accepted 
their offer.” [to the DETECTIVE] Is this your recollection 
of the events?

DETECTIVE Yes.

FIDELIS takes the DETECTIVE back to the tableau of 
THE BASH.

FIDELIS [to the audience] Well, you’ve heard the evidence, ladies 
and gentlemen of the jury. Now you must consider your 
verdict. You must decide whether Fred Paterson was 
savagely and brutally attacked by Detective Mahony … 
or whether it was some other detective called Mahony, or 
some other name … acting under orders he was powerless 
to change …

 Orders from Premier Ned Hanlon, or some other Premier 
called Ned Hanlon … acting under orders from an 
electorate, a society, that had already decided who was and 
who wasn’t worth being concerned about.
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SCENE 32 — KITCHEN. TOWNSVILLE. 1948.
KEVIN comes in carrying his gladstone bag.

ESTELLE [off] Kevin, did you get the eggs?

KEVIN Estelle.

ESTELLE [off] Did you get the butter?

KEVIN Estelle … [he takes the eggs out of the bag and puts them 
on the table]

ESTELLE [entering] Well, did you?

KEVIN Yes. Estelle, Fred Paterson was bashed by the coppers in 
Brisbane. He’s pretty crook.

ESTELLE Who?

KEVIN Fred Paterson.

ESTELLE The communist?

KEVIN Yes, the communist.

ESTELLE Why did they bash him?

KEVIN There was a demonstration.

ESTELLE Oh, well, he should have been more careful.

KEVIN What do you mean, “he should have been more careful”? 
He’s always careful. The fuckin’ coppers came and bashed 
him from behind!

ESTELLE Don’t you use that sort of language in my presence, thank 
you very much.

KEVIN Jesus, you don’t understand anything, do you?

ESTELLE I understand enough to show you a good time. You’ve 
never complained.
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KEVIN That’s got nothin’ to do with it. For Christ’s sake Estelle, if 
you can’t talk bloody sense then leave me alone. I’ve got a lot 
on my mind.

ESTELLE Oh, you’ve got a lot on my mind, have you? Just as long as 
it isn’t me, eh? No, course, it wouldn’t be me. All you care 
about is yourself, you and your precious mates. Bloody 
“strike” this and “strike” that. And now it’s Fred Paterson. 
You’ve never cared much about him before.

KEVIN I disagreed with his politics and he disagreed with mine. 
But I respected him. [he allows himself to become slightly 
sentimental] You remember when Fred and Tom Aikens 
were setting up the fruit and vegetable co-op and the ice 
rationing, during the war?

ESTELLE You said you didn’t want to have anything to do with it.

KEVIN Yes, at first, but they won me over. It was real grassroots 
socialism. When I saw how the Yanks were commandeering 
all the supplies, I agreed something had to be done. 

ESTELLE [derisively] Yeah, and I never saw you. You were out till all 
hours delivering cabbages …

KEVIN I was helping people. You wouldn’t know anything about that.

ESTELLE Helping?! Who’s been cooking your meals for the last five 
years, and cleaning up after you … ?

KEVIN [not listening to her, sinking into melancholy] Poor Fred. 
He’s got a bloody good brain in his head. They had no right 
to hit him like that. He might bloody die!

ESTELLE We all might bloody die if you and your mates stay on strike 
much longer. I’m sick of you. I’m sick of this strike. It’s been 
goin’ on six bloody weeks now. When are we gonna have some 
fun again? When I agreed to move in with you, you promised 
me a good time. Nothin’ seems to be happening, Kevin.
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KEVIN Well, I’m sorry. I’m only human. I’m sorry I can’t give 
you a good time like all those Yanks you went to bed with 
during the war.

ESTELLE Oh, now don’t use that against me. I only slept with one 
of them, and besides, we were in love. He was going to 
marry me.

KEVIN Ah, spare me the sob story. He only told you that to get 
between your legs. And you weren’t that hard to convince. 
Ah, piss off. I don’t know why I took up with a slut like you.

ESTELLE Because you’re a drunk, and your wife walked out on you, 
and I was the next best thing. That’s why you took up with 
me. I’m second best, and that’s all I’ll ever be as long as I 
hang around with you!

KEVIN [with sudden rage] Well go to buggery then, and leave 
me alone!

ESTELLE leaves. KEVIN broods for a while, slumped on 
the table. He looks around and see the eggs. He picks them 
up and smashes them one by one.

 That’s for the mongrel copper. [smashing another] And 
that’s for Fred … [another egg] and that’s for the copper …

KEVIN takes a bottle from the bag and drinks. ESTELLE 
comes out with a hat on and carrying a small bag. Upset, 
she tries to maintain her dignity.

ESTELLE I’ll come back tomorrow for the rest of my things …

She leaves. KEVIN cries, and slumps on the table.
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SCENE 33 — HOSPITAL. BRISBANE. 1948.
FRED is in a hospital bed. His head is bandaged. A 
REPORTER is visiting him.

FRED Hello, Jack. What brings you here?

REPORTER Just dropped in to see how you are, Fred.

FRED As well as can be expected. Why are you here?

REPORTER Like I said, dropped in to see how you are.

FRED I think you’ve come to tell me something.

REPORTER Maybe.

FRED You were watching the march yesterday, weren’t you?

REPORTER Yep.

FRED You must have seen the man who hit me. [silence] Did 
you?

REPORTER Yes, Fred. I did.

FRED Who was it?

REPORTER You can’t ask a reporter to reveal his information.

FRED Come on, Jack, he bloody nearly killed me. If you’ve got 
information you can’t withhold it. It was criminal assault.

There is a short silence. The REPORTER leans over and 
whispers in Fred’s ear.

 At last. Somebody who’s prepared to admit the truth.

REPORTER To you, Fred. Only to you. Thought I owed you that much.

FRED What do you mean, “to me”?

REPORTER I mean I’ll tell you what I saw, but I won’t tell anyone else.
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FRED You’ll have to. I’m bringing charges.

REPORTER Sorry, Fred. I won’t testify. I can’t … I’ve been feeling guilty 
enough for the last 24 hours. And ashamed. I had to at 
least come and tell you to get it off my chest. But I can’t 
give evidence.

FRED Why not?

REPORTER Shit, you’re naïve, Fred. Look, if I got up in the witness box 
and pointed the finger at that bastard, my life wouldn’t be 
worth living. I’d be hounded out of Brisbane.

FRED The Telegraph’d back you.

REPORTER Ha! The Telegraph!

FRED The Telegraph’s given some reasonable coverage of the 
strike, and they’ve exposed the brutality of the police more 
than once.

REPORTER Because it suits them at the moment. They’re having a feud 
with the Police Minister. But that’ll blow over.

FRED Why can’t you give evidence as a private citizen? You were 
there. You saw the incident.

REPORTER Fred, look. I’m a pretty good reporter. I do the legwork, 
I get the stories in, I don’t touch the booze. At least, not 
during hours. I’m not an ace reporter and I’ll never get 
a job with The Age or the Sydney Morning Herald. But I 
like my job, and I want to live in Brisbane. Working for the 
Telegraph is about the best I can hope for. I’ve got a wife 
and two kids. If you put me in the witness box, he’d see to 
it that my wife, my job, my career, weren’t worth two bob.

FRED But all we need is conclusive evidence, and we can get him 
kicked out of the force. How can he harm you then?
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REPORTER Mongrels like that can take revenge in or out of the 
force. He’s got a lot of mates. No, Fred. Look, I feel sorry 
for you, and I’m angry about what happened, but I’m 
trying to save my skin.

FRED What’s wrong with you reporters? Doesn’t the freedom of 
the press mean anything to you? Can’t you at least write 
something about it, suggest a Government enquiry into 
the incident?

REPORTER I’m just one small cog in the printing press, Fred. I don’t 
make the big decisions. Even if I wrote something, the 
editor would probably spike it.

FRED Well, why can’t all of you small cogs get together and 
stand up to the editor? You’ve got a union, haven’t you?

REPORTER Yes, and it’s made up of a lot of second-rate reporters 
like me who don’t want to lose their jobs. Because 
they’ve all got dreams of one day sitting behind the 
editor’s desk themselves …

FRED And making sure that reporters like you are never 
allowed to print the truth.

The REPORTER shrugs. The lights fade. When the lights 
come up, the REPORTER is gone. TOM AIKENS is there.

AIKENS How are you doin’, Fred?

FRED Not too bad, Tom. Hand me that dressing gown.

AIKENS What are you doin’?

FRED I’m getting up.

AIKENS No, don’t get up for me, Fred. Stay where you are.

FRED I’m not getting up for you. The Press is coming to see me …

AIKENS Oh …
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FRED … I’ll need to have a shave and a wash …

AIKENS No, Fred, don’t let the Press in. Crib for a day or two. If 
I was in your position, I’d be unconscious for three or 
four days at least. The hospital superintendent made a 
statement that you’re seriously injured, so it’s up to you 
to do a little bit of histrionics and be seriously injured. 
Otherwise you’ll make a liar out of him.

FRED Oh, I’m all right, Tom. My head’s aching like billy-o, but I 
want to talk to the Press while they’re still interested. In a 
few days they won’t care.

AIKENS No doubt about it, Fred. You’re far too honest for this game.

FRED Well, you’ve known me a long time, Tom. I don’t have to 
worry about surprising you.

AIKENS We make a good team down here, Fred. You fuck ‘em with 
fact, and I fuck ‘em with fiction.

FRED smiles. AIKENS draws a deep breath and goes on …

 Why do the bastards the courtesy of being honest, anyway? 
Do you know, some of the Labor Members in the House 
were elated when they heard you’d been bashed. They were 
falling over each other with glee … How low we’ve sunk, 
eh? Well, it’s not new to me, I suppose. I was in the 1917 
Railway strike when I was knee-high to a grasshopper. 
And the 1925 Railway strike. And in 1927 I was one of the 
ARU men dismissed by the McCormack Government. I’ve 
been a Labor man all my life, and I’ve been fighting Labor 
Governments all my life. Bloody ridiculous, isn’t it?

The lights fade. When the lights come back up, TOM 
AIKENS is gone. MARGHERITA is there.

FRED Who else copped it?
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MARGHERITA They broke Gerry Tippet’s nose and they put Jack Grayson 
in hospital.

FRED Broke Gerry’s nose?

MARGHERITA Yes. I saw it. A plainclothes detective knocked him to the road 
and then ground his boot into his face. They kept him there at 
the watchhouse for hours before they brought him here.

FRED Anyway, let’s not talk about that. What’s happening at 
Trades Hall?

MARGHERITA Everything. All at once, too. Telegrams have been pouring in 
from all over Australia. Even Tasmania. There’s a big protest 
rally today. We expect 15 or 20 thousand in King George 
Square. We’ll bring Brisbane to a standstill.

FRED It’ll come down on Hanlon’s head soon. Well, it serves him 
right. I’d love to be there, but I think I’d better take it easy for 
a few days. How’s your little blue with the State Committee?

MARGHERITA It’s all over.

FRED How come?

MARGHERITA I dug my toes in and told them they had no right to pry into 
my personal affairs.

FRED That should have made them more stubborn.

MARGHERITA Maybe, but John left anyway.

FRED Why? Because he didn’t want to take ‘em on?

MARGHERITA No, it just died of natural causes. So, when they heard I was 
living by myself again, they dropped the charges … which 
weren’t really charges in the first place.

FRED I’ve been lucky, I suppose. My wife and I have been very 
happy all these years. I don’t know how I would have felt in 
your position.
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MARGHERITA Kevin rang me from Townsville.

FRED How is he?

MARGHERITA He wants us to get back together again.

FRED What are the chances?

MARGHERITA I don’t know, Fred. I just don’t know. He’s on his way down. 
He was very upset when he heard what happened to you.

FRED I didn’t think he cared about me all that much.

MARGHERITA He does, deep down. He cares about a lot of things, but he 
usually doesn’t admit it. He almost cried on the phone.

FRED I suppose he’s been through a lot in the last six weeks.

MARGHERITA Last six years.

FRED Sounds like you’re feeling sorry for him. You told me once 
you never wanted to see him again.

MARGHERITA I’ve got no illusions, Fred. I don’t think any of us have, anymore. 

FRED No.

MARGHERITA Nothing like a copper’s baton to bring you back to reality.

KEVIN comes in, unshaven and carrying a battered suitcase.

KEVIN G’day, Marg. G’day, Fred.

MARGHERITA nods but does not speak.

FRED Hello, Kevin.

KEVIN Jesus, Fred. What have they done to you?

FRED They knocked me about, old mate. But I’ll survive.

KEVIN [looking at FRED’S bandages] The bastards …
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FRED If I hadn’t been wearing my hat it might have been curtains. 

MARGHERITA How did you get here so fast?

KEVIN I jumped the rattler. I came a thousand miles on trains 
driven by scabs. It made me sick to do it. But I’m here.

FRED Well, it’s good to see you, Kevin. Thanks for coming up to 
the hospital.

KEVIN The least I could do, Fred.

FRED [feeling his head] I’m feeling a bit weary, comrades. I might 
have to shut my eyes. You going to be in Brisbane for a 
while, Kevin?

KEVIN Probably. [looking at MARGHERITA] Dunno … All depends.

MARGHERITA We’ll leave you alone now, Fred. Come on, Kevin. Let’s go.

KEVIN and MARGHERITA leave as the light fades on 
FRED going to sleep. They stand in the corridor. There is an 
awkward silence.

MARGHERITA Have you got somewhere to stay?

KEVIN No.

MARGHERITA Do you want to stay at my place?

KEVIN Is there … anyone there?

MARGHERITA No.

KEVIN Well …

MARGHERITA There was … until a few weeks ago. There isn’t … now.

KEVIN You sure you want me there?

MARGHERITA I’m prepared to give it a go.

KEVIN Well, I’m game if you are … Where are the kids?
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MARGHERITA They’re at home with me.

KEVIN How are they?

MARGHERITA Good.

KEVIN I’d like to see the kids again.

MARHGERITA They’ve been asking me when you were coming to see them.

There is another silence, this time not as awkward as before.

KEVIN I’m … not gonna make any promises, Marg.

MARGHERITA Neither am I.

They slowly leave.

SCENE 34 — PARLIAMENT. BRISBANE. 1949.
FIDELIS Hanlon caved in. The strike was won through a back room 

deal. Wages were raised. It took some months for Fred to 
get back on his feet. During that time the anti-communist 
hysteria got worse.

 Hanlon, sensing the danger in the electoral backlash from 
the strike, tried to ensure his government’s future through 
a redistribution in 1949. As well as creating the zonal 
system which is the basis of the current gerrymander, the 
redistribution dissolved the electorate of Bowen, dividing 
its pro-communist sympathies evenly between the new 
electorates of Burdekin and Whitsunday. 

AUDAX Debate on the new Electoral Districts Bill was spirited.

The scene becomes the floor of parliament.

FIDELIS [as SPEAKER] The member for Nanango.
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AUDAX Johannes Bjelke-Petersen. 

BJELKE-PETERSEN The Bill is a crafty and vicious piece of legislation is ever 
there was one. The people are given the right of voting, 
admittedly, but the odds are so greatly against them that 
to achieve the results they desire is impossible because the 
predetermined zones and the numbers set out will mean 
nothing but that the majority will be ruled by the minority.

OPPOSITION 
MEMBERS Hear! Hear!

BEJLKE-PETERSEN Today as never before, the Press of this State have a great 
responsibility to save the people from indifference or 
apathy before it is too late.

OPPOSITION 
MEMBERS Hear! Hear!

FIDELIS Order …

SCENE 35 — STREET CORNER. NORTH 
QUEENSLAND. 1950.

FRED has finished speaking. It is question time.

VOICE 1 Mr Paterson, I wonder if you’d have any objection to 
leading the meeting in the singing of the national anthem 
at the conclusion of proceedings tonight?

FRED The national anthem?

VOICE 1 Yes. “God save the King”. I didn’t mean the Russian anthem.

FRED I’m sure you didn’t. You meant the British national anthem.

VOICE 1 Well, will you?
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FRED I have no objection to your singing if you so desire. I don’t 
think my participation has any bearing whatsoever.

VOICE 1 It’ll show us which side you’re on.

FRED I’ve just spent the last hour telling you which side I’m on. 
I’ve spent the last six years in Parliament proving it. If you 
don’t know which side I’m on my now there’s not much I 
can do for you.

VOICE 2 I voted for you in both elections, Mr Paterson, but this 
time I’m not sure that I wouldn’t be wasting a vote.

FRED What do you mean.

VOICE 2 I’ve heard that even if you’re elected, you won’t be allowed 
to take your seat.

FRED Why wouldn’t I?

VOICE 2 Well, hasn’t Mr Menzies outlawed the Communist Party?

FRED No. Not by a long shot. Menzies tried to introduce a Bill to 
make the Party illegal but the very legality of the Bill itself 
is in question. 

VOICE 2 But he’s got the numbers, he can pass anything he likes.

FRED The Communist Party and several unions will challenge 
the legislation in the High Court if it is passed in the 
Federal Government.

 But let’s look at the reasons Mr Menzies has put forward 
to justify the legislation. He declares that the Communist 
Party seeks the violent overthrow of the established 
government. Have you ever heard me or any of the other 
Communist candidates argue for the violent overthrow 
of the established government?
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 Don’t be fooled by Liberal Party propaganda. Australian 
Communists have proved their respect for liberty and for 
democratic traditions.

The crowd begins to leave. Various murmurs can be heard.

 Thank you for your attendance here tonight, ladies and 
gentlemen. In conclusion, I hope that you will return me to 
Parliament next Saturday for the seat of Whitsunday.

AUDAX, in the role of a party functionary, approaches.

AUDAX Doesn’t look too good, Fred.

FRED They’re all been led astray by Menzies’ propaganda. He’s filled 
their minds with fear and hatred. It’s like trying to stop a herd 
of stampeding horses … Oh, I don’t know. Maybe I should 
have stood for Burdekin. Might’ve had more of a chance.

AUDAX They’re the same, Fred. They’re the same.

AUDAX helps FRED collect his gear.

SCENE 36 — NARRATION, ACTUALITY TAPE, 
AND TABLEAU.

FIDELIS comes forward to address the audience.

FIDELIS Fred Paterson’s defeat in the 1950 State election came as no 
surprise. Prime Minister Menzies pushed his so-called Red 
Bill through the House of Representatives. Paterson, the 
lawyer, assisted the Communist Party and ten unions in a 
High Court Challenge.

 The Court declared the Bill invalid. Menzies then 
introduced a referendum to amend the constitution to 
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“enable Parliament to pass laws for the peace, order and 
good government of the Commonwealth with respect to 
communism”. The referendum was lost.

AUDAX, FIDELIS and FRED walk slowly across the stage 
and from a final, simple tableau as the following tape is 
played and the lights slowly fade to black.

VOICE OVER [actual voice of FRED PATERSON, recorded a few years 
before his death. He died in 1977, aged 80] “I am now near 
the end of my talks, and I am very sorry that I have had 
to omit so many interesting and important incidents. But 
before I close, I want to make a few observations … I have 
often been asked whether I have any regrets for devoting my 
life to the cause of Communism. And my answer is ‘No’. But 
it is not sufficient to leave the answer in that one word. Let 
me state clearly that if I believed that the theory and practice 
of Communism was what some of our enemies either 
sincerely believe, or dishonestly assert it to be, then I would 
be as ardently opposed to it as they are. But I don’t have that 
belief … As an ardent Communist I have been motivated 
by a much higher and nobler vision, the vision of a world 
where, in the words of Professor Greenwood, ‘the degrading 
spectacle of man exploiting man has no place, where all 
work for the good of all, where the function of the machine 
is to release man from labour and not to make a monetary 
profit for the owners of those machines. Where man, freed 
from labour, is at liberty to follow cultural pursuits, where 
the fear of want is banished, and the law of the forest is at 
last no more.’”

The end. 
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Appendix
CHARACTER                                                                          

a short story by Errol O’Neill

“Why don’t you get a real job?”

People don’t actually ask actors this question very often. It’s more of a joke actors 
make about themselves and their work. It sums up, in self-deprecating irony, the 
public misunderstanding attached to the thespian life. 

A lot of actors make big money and get asked, on the strength of their 
reputations alone, to do major roles in well-funded movies and stage 
productions. But for the average freelance actor, firmly believing his or her 
talent is worth something and can be employed with integrity in pursuing art 
and refining human culture, finding a job, and turning up to countless auditions, 
is a relentless and often unrewarding task.

Jobs are short-lived, and when you do work, you work with a different group 
of people each time. You don’t set up permanent workplace relationships, 
you constantly compete with your colleagues for a small number of available 
jobs. When you’re not working, you live close to the phone, waiting for the 
next big offer. Or, frustrated with the state of the industry, you set up your 
own structures and try to create new work. Whether the work succeeds or not 
depends on much more than merely your own enthusiasm.

   There is always, of course, the dream of landing a role in a television 
commercial which will pay big bucks and keep the wolf from the door for a 
long time into the future. But for those actors who decline such offers, fearing 
the erosion of their jealously guarded integrity, there are not so many ‘work’ 
opportunities. How can you expect audiences to take you seriously as a dramatic 
actor when you’re on stage trying to coordinate the delicate balance of human 
emotions and intellectual clarity which most roles demand of you, if within the 
last twenty four hours the audience members have seen you cavorting in some 
stupid embarrassing role on the small screen selling some bullshit product and 
making profits for a company which cares little for art or integrity?

After years of unstructured activity, going from job to job, you wake up one day 
and realise that the major reason for your sense of emptiness and dissatisfaction is 
that you are not in regular receipt of the affirmations of personal worth that occur 
naturally in what even actors themselves refer to as a ‘real’ job.

The question may not be as explicit as ‘why don’t you get a real job?’ but the 
same content is often implied by enquiries from the well-meaning.
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At Twelfth Night theatre in the mid-seventies, an elegantly dressed woman 
was filling my plate with Beef Burgundy at a group-booking’s bunfight after a 
performance of Don’s Party (the other great play by David Williamson). On the 
surface we were conducting harmless chitchat, but underneath, her curiosity 
was aroused. Being unaware of how hungry the average underpaid actor is made 
by constant dedication to art and the search for work, she blithely asked: “And 
what do you do in real life?”

If only actors had a real life! If only the theatre could keep most of us 
employed most of the time. Then we wouldn’t feel as sharply the annual 
embarrassment of not having an office Christmas party to go to because we 
don’t have an office. And we could easily get over the disappointment of not 
having a locker or a desk to put our coats in or our pencils on. We wouldn’t have 
to wander aimlessly from job to unemployment to job, not knowing what our 
annual income will be, nor feeling like aliens when other workers with fewer 
qualifications or less experience compare superannuation and the length and 
exotic nature of their annual holidays.

But I wouldn’t like to give the wrong impression. Actors are real people too, 
when it’s all said and done. Often with a sense of humour, even.

One day, while I was looking through the positions vacant pages and 
considering a complete change of career, the phone actually did ring, and, 
surprise, surprise, it was an offer of a job: to shoot a Health Department training 
video for Meals on Wheels volunteers. The director was a young woman who’d 
been impressed with my performance in a recent stage play and thought I’d be 
suitable for the part. They’d require me for only half a day and the pay was not 
great, but adequate. Yes, I said, I’ll do it. It seemed like years ago that the last 
play finished but it was in fact exactly one month ago. It was wonderful to think 
that someone still remembered it. There are connections after all. The massive 
effort of intellectual and emotional discovery I went through just to make that 
character believable on stage was noticed by somebody. Which answers the 
actor’s recurring question, “is there anybody out there?”

The jollier among actors often use a version of this question to lubricate 
their re-entry into the dressing room after doing the opening scenes of a show: 
“There’s somebody out there. I can hear them breathing … ” The other actors, 
waiting to go on, use this as part of their preparation as they brace themselves 
for an attack on a new live audience, some of whom, if given the chance, might 
well ask “When are you going to get a real job?” 

I have very few lines in this video. The important thing is the essence of the 
character. A man with early onset dementia who gets a visit from Meals on 
Wheels every day yet still thinks they’re salespeople when they knock on the door.

I arrive at the location in a narrow little West End street. We are going to be 
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filming inside and on the front steps of an old wooden house. There are also 
some shots of the Meals on Wheels vehicle pulling up outside, but they don’t 
involve me.

There is something familiar about the street. As soon as I turn into it, I start 
getting flashbacks. Then as I pull up outside the house, I remember. It was this 
very street that featured in a story I had dined out on for years, a story from the 
days when I was a part time student trying to become a full time theatre worker, 
earning my living as a taxi driver.

I had picked up two men in town and dropped one of them in this street, a 
few doors down. The two men almost had a fight over which of them owned the 
carton of beer they had with them. I remembered the story particularly because 
of the antics of the remaining passenger after we left this street, that humid 
summer evening. I played no active role in their argument over the beer, or in the 
subsequent journey, but merely observed the human condition. Being passive and 
observing people is one of the ways actors gather the information they need.

They had sent me a copy of the script along with a Health Department booklet 
about dementia. I had learned the lines and read the booklet. But it’s not until I 
arrive at the set and meet the other actors and crew and the Health Department 
advisor that the real possibilities of the character I am to play reveal themselves. 
A curious thing about screen acting in short projects like this is that characters 
often come to life out of their surroundings, on the day. More so than stage 
characters, who have a long gestation period and a lot more intellectual input.

The booklet had described dementia, but we had to find visual ways to 
reinforce this element of the character. The other characters had continuity — 
they called in at other houses delivering meals and in the process delivering the 
necessary information about Meals on Wheels. My character was just one of the 
images which assisted the main message to get across.

So here I am, an actor unemployed for a month, getting half a day’s work, and 
so far without an idea in my head. 

I used to dread the notion of not having an idea in my head until I read 
Charlie Chaplin’s autobiography. In it there was a photo of him doing nothing 
in particular on a set, one day back in silver screen prehistory, and the caption 
read something like ‘me on the set of such and such without an idea in my head’. 
After that, I figured it might be all right to be in such a condition if you could 
trust in your experience and your belief that the final product on the screen 
would be a statement worth making about the human condition. Well, it worked 
for Charlie, so it might work for me.

The house belongs to Wendy, the camera operator. It’s a typical old West End 
house with a view of the characterless brick wall of the old Pauls Ice Cream 
factory out the living room window, and vines growing over the pergola near 
the back steps. Some of the crew I know from previous work, the other actors 
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are friendly (as is usually the case with an oppressed minority), the Health 
Department advisor is knowledgeable and the atmosphere conducive to 
creativity. This is what art’s all about, perhaps.

Knowing the budgetary restrictions of such projects as these, and having decided 
that I always feel more comfortable in my own clothes anyway, I have brought a 
selection of clothes that I figured would suit the character. This shirt and those 
trousers. I show them to the director. Okay? Yes, she says, without deliberation.

All the clothes I have brought are pretty drab. Every time I do an exercise like 
this I realise how drab my wardrobe is. Perhaps it’s the passive actor principle 
asserting itself. Fade into the background and observe the action. Don’t be the 
action. I’m thinking through all this and I suddenly realise that according to the 
Latin meaning of the words, ‘passive actor’ is a contradiction in terms. You can’t be 
passive when you’re acting, but you can’t act with conviction unless you have spent 
a considerable time being passive. Where’s a dictionary, I’m thinking, this calls for 
further etymological research. But my colleagues are calling me back to the plot.

I change in the bathroom. It’s one of those typical bathrooms you find in an 
old wooden Queensland house, sort of tacked on to the main dwelling — a 
built-in veranda, perhaps. It’s definitely not of the new elegant ablutions class — 
the sort of room that makes you feel uneasy, as though you aren’t supposed to do 
anything as proletarian as to shit in a place of such bourgeois grandeur. No, this 
bathroom’s an example of the sloping veranda-roof variety, with a plastic shower 
curtain showing evidence of advanced mould, and the plumbing exposed and 
crusty with age and use. But the sun is pouring in through the mottled glass of 
the ancient louvres, filling the room with life and warmth.

Other people’s bathrooms are interesting places. The magazine collection 
tells you something about the professional and leisure interests of the residents 
and there’s always the comforting aroma of soaps and shampoos — brands 
you’ve never even heard of. What other people use is amazing — the boutique 
soaps they buy, and the other incidentals such as after-shaves and deodorants. 
The toilet paper is invariably a brand I would never choose myself. I sit there 
wondering about the damage caused to the water cycle by the inks and dyes in 
the pretty floral designs. Why do you need something pretty and sweet-smelling 
just to wipe your bum? 

No two bathrooms ever smell or feel the same. Some people who have 
Home Brand baked beans in the kitchen will often have in their bathrooms 
the most expensive and exotic soaps, lotions, toothpastes and shampoos. This 
is a constant source of mystery to me, having come to believe, through both 
political conviction and the penury of the actor’s lot, in economic amounts of 
unbleached, recycled, inexpensive, minimally packaged commodities.

I also wonder about the fact that no matter how hard I try, I can never 
create the same wonderfully consoling and comforting environment in my 
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own bathroom as I invariably find in other people’s. Maybe I should forget the 
environment and go for comfort and consolation.

But the lighting and sound operators have reached critical mass outside the 
door and they’re calling for me.

The character that I’m playing in the video doesn’t have a life outside this couple 
of scenes. He has a name, but the name doesn’t say much. Mr Doyle. It’s like 
the name you have when you’re not having a name. Finding the essence of the 
character is the task that confronts me. A few people make suggestions, and we 
draw on our pooled knowledge of dementia, as well as a bit of dramatic know-how. 

This is a bit like Community Theatre, I’m thinking — sharing the 
development of the piece among the participants. But then I realise that this is 
what performance is in any discipline: a collaborative construction. An actor is 
foolish to reject suggestions that could help create a believable character. Many 
things combine in this process, in which the actor is not so much the creator 
but the coordinator. The performance which eventually emerges and becomes 
the material expression of the character is made from insights, experiences, 
memories, ideas, impressions. Some of them may be imperfect, half-baked, 
instinctive rather than rational. But most of it hangs on stuff that got implanted 
somewhere in the pit of your stomach years ago and has been hanging around 
in that great processing plant, waiting to be called up on a day such as this.

In the script Mr Doyle is described as an old man. I figure young is young and 
old is old and I am really neither. So is an ageless interpretation agreeable to the 
director? Yes, she says, again without deliberation. Hey! This half day of work is 
going well. I feel human and creative again.

   I’m glad to have resolved the question of the character’s age so painlessly. 
There’s nothing worse than being asked to act ‘old’ or to stoop or use a creaking 
voice. On second thoughts, there is something worse, and that’s an actor doing 
these things without being asked to. Anyway, it’s not only old people who end up 
living alone and being visited by Meals on Wheels, as our advisor reminds us.

So, he’s neither old nor young, he’s dementia-affected but not a total loop. So 
far, so good. Should I try some obsessive behaviour, perhaps?

There were some bits and pieces lying around, such as you might find in an 
old house in West End. Old motor mowers, bits of pipe, old taps. I picked up an 
old tap and started to take it apart. Looking for something, I don’t know what. 
Yes, said the director, he fiddles with old taps.

I kept fiddling with the tap, and muttering a bit. A dead end sort of fiddling, 
a meaningless sort of muttering. The character was becoming more interesting, 
but also more frightening. You go looking for comedy and you create an image 
of the human condition which in reality is not very funny at all.

Within a radius of a kilometre or two from this house there are probably 
several solitary people fiddling with some fruitless task, waiting for their lives 
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to begin. All that energy being poured into mundane activity which has only 
superficial meaning, and doesn’t leave much behind. It’s like the experience actors 
often have of discovering the real meaning of the character, even of the whole 
play, during the second last performance and wondering what the hell you were 
doing on stage every night for the last five weeks.

West End, as I remember encountering it during my adolescence, always seemed 
to be full of people caught in the middle of their lives. Not the fresh, young, clean 
people who’d just stepped out of lifestyle magazines and were setting themselves 
up in outer suburban Mount Gravatt with a new car and a brick house and perfect 
teeth — such people were at the start of their lives, the advertising industry and 
the manufacturers assured us. They had no past, no culture or traditions worth 
preserving. They were offered with largesse by the captains of industry as role models 
for us, so that we could avoid waking up one day and haplessly finding ourselves 
in the middle of our lives, like the people in West End — imperfect, and burdened 
with a longing born of poverty or of migration to another hemisphere. Like the 
men from the Old World in moustaches and waistcoats that you always noticed 
outside shops in Boundary Street, engaged in serious conversation about the price 
of goods and services and the odds on horses at Eagle Farm. Or like the women of 
Italian and Greek origin, carrying cane baskets into the delicatessen, distinguishing 
critically between the good and the not so good salami and wearing black as a visible 
reminder that death is constantly eating away at the far from perfect human family.

Mount Gravatt and West End became for me, under the influence of the media 
of the time, the opposite ends of the earth, each having the values which an 
unsophisticated lucky country attributed to them. I grew up somewhere in the 
middle of this earth. Coorparoo and Stones Corner.

I remember intensely the experience of travelling through the streets of West 
End as a young adolescent, going to saxophone lessons. I’ve forgotten a lot of 
the music now but I remember the sweaty, human taste of the bamboo reed and 
the sweaty, human smell of the teacher. As I sat, during the lesson, distractedly 
looking at the folds in his neck flesh, I thought how unusual it was to have a 
teacher who was not part of a religious institution. I’d never had piano lessons 
from the nuns, but I grew up thinking that anything valuable you’d learn in your 
life would be taught to you by nuns, priests and brothers. 

Maybe this explains why I dropped the saxophone. This was just an ordinary 
looking bloke teaching music in the front room of his house in Hardgrave Road. A 
‘Mr Doyle’, perhaps. Someone who might even now be in his seventies or eighties, 
fiddling with taps and waiting for a visit from adult children who never come round 
because they’ve escaped to live in Mount Gravatt where they will never grow old or 
turn ugly. So my old saxophone teacher is waiting for Meals on Wheels.

West Enders all had a sweaty, human look. Even the Anglo-Celts. It was 
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a different look from the people I was used to seeing in my middle earth 
environment. Something human and sensuous kept calling to me every 
Thursday afternoon as I passed through West End on the way to my saxophone 
lesson. I didn’t know what it was, but it was disturbing. There was nothing quite 
so earthy or sensuous in the sights and sounds of Coorparoo or even of Stones 
Corner, which, even though downmarket, rarely presented my young mind with 
anything it couldn’t handle.

I knew somehow that one day I would find out what this world of 
sensuousness and its strong messages were all about, but at that time I was glad I 
only had to spend the mandatory one or two hours there every week.

West End was full of all sorts of migrants, and the progeny of migrants. My 
Lebanese relations were among them, but somehow I never thought of them as 
migrants. They were just my relations.

Not far from this house where I am now shooting the video is the house full 
of Lebanese aunts — relations on my mother’s side. Three generations inhabited 
that house. Somewhere between the original migrants who left the Middle East 
in the eighteen eighties and the younger women only a decade or so older than 
me, they had become Australian, even though they kept their food and their 
Arabic, words and phrases of which were interwoven in their normal speech. 
Images associated with large, extended families are burnt into my memory. The 
matriarch, dispensing wisdom and blessings from a central chair, as the younger 
women cook and offer cabbage rolls and kibbeh to the guests.

There was one grand visit to the house full of aunts that stands in my memory 
as an attack of the sensuous. Not the same sort of attack as those launched by 
the bare shoulders of the adolescent Greek girls that would so disturb me on the 
Thursday afternoon journeys, but sensuous nevertheless.

It was the sensuousness of family. Of love and caring. Of offering ethnic 
cuisine and female warmth. A direct link with the old country: vines over the 
trellis outside the back door; the women talking of babies, childbirth, food, 
morality, and ultimately of mortality itself.

There were also uncles in this house full of aunts but I remember mainly the 
women. The men talked about fun things like drink, money, sport, risk-taking, 
and gambling — the curse of the Lebanese. The women on the other hand talked 
about life with such curatorial circumspection that I remember, years later, only 
the mystery, the reverence for life, the maintenance of domestic values.

Some of them never got married. They weren’t all housewives with predictable 
attitudes. The single women gambled, and had fun. But they were straight, and 
they had force and power. As I inspect the vine leaves and the kibbeh in the 
delicatessen’s window today, I am still in awe of their power.

And so here I am, back in the heartland, fiddling with a tap and pretending to 
be someone I’m not, in front of a camera. And there’s a sizeable part of my early 
life knocking at a door somewhere inside me and screaming to be let out.



Popular Front by Errol O’Neill

150A Playlab Theatre Publication 

So, as I adopt some quirkiness and a few studied eccentricities to suit the vision 
of the director, and without to my knowledge compromising any worthwhile 
values of dramatic art, I am suddenly conscious that acting is not about taking 
up a series of poses that carry pre-programmed meaning. Rather, acting comes 
from deep within. It’s allowing the voices of the real people you’ve known and 
that have influenced you, and the life that you’ve observed and participated 
in, to speak in their own surprising and shocking tones and rhythms, from far 
down in the core of your being, while you keep your own trembling fingers on 
the volume knob.

This character with no name apart from the gratuitous ‘Mr Doyle’ bestowed 
by a busy scriptwriter, is by now becoming a serviceable construct, built from 
experience and a bit of theoretical knowledge, and checked out and discussed 
and pulled back a bit from going too far into unseemly comedy. And while he’s 
beginning to take on a form that suits the client’s purpose, he’s also confronting 
me with the fascinating ability of drama to observe and reproduce the 
phenomena of human life in ways that defy the intellect and cut straight to the 
heart of things.

Compared to the relatively antiseptic and anonymous rehearsal rooms and 
theatres of Brisbane, which are my usual workplace for developing characters 
and interpreting text-based drama, West End is certainly a different location, 
and this shoot has been causing a lot of unexpected stuff to swim to the surface. 
I wondered what would happen if we were shooting this video in a studio, or 
even in Mt Gravatt.

During the years that I drove taxis, West End was the location where some 
of the strangest and most memorable real life dramas were played out in the 
confines of my cab.

Driving taxis turned me into an observer of human life at close quarters. I 
watched the sad, quiet revelations of despair among the old, who knew too 
much. I laughed along, helplessly, with the bubbling enthusiasm of the young, 
who knew only hope and excitement. And I gazed, puzzled, at the entrenched 
passions of the neither-young-nor-old, who would let nothing stand in their way 
once they had determined what it was they actually wanted. 

There was the lonely old man who craved company and invited me in for coffee 
when I dropped him home late on Saturday night in a laneway just off Vulture 
Street. After I declined his sexually ambiguous invitation, the sadness was evident 
in his voice as he thanked me for the ride and suggested I was better off rushing 
straight back to town where the ranks were overflowing. He knew why taxi drivers 
had rejected him before, and he knew where the real money was.

The flower power optimists that lived in a Boundary Street share house offered 
me a burning stick of incense for the dashboard to spread peace and love to the 
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next fare. I had to bite my tongue so as not to destroy their illusions. The smell 
of the incense was almost making me sick on the trip from Woolloongabba, 
where they’d been at a party. I could not bring myself to hate these post hippy 
spreaders of joy, spaced out and offering no aggression — unlike a lot of post-
cricket drinkers who leave empty stubbies on the floor and the sour smell of 
spilt alcohol throughout the cab. The flower children didn’t have enough for 
the fare, so I decided to cut my losses and bid them goodnight. Maybe the 
incense was an offering, in place of money. As their Indian shirts and kaftans 
disappeared up the steps I grabbed the top of the offending stick and snuffed it 
out. Then, after I turned to go back to the rank, I threw it out on the road.

Then there was the couple I drove home to a block of flats in Jane Street one hot 
and humid evening, who couldn’t keep their hands off each other. It was either 
an affair between mature-age students from Love’s School of Hard Knocks or a 
particularly passionate marriage. Their lips were engaged as soon as they told me 
the address, so it was a good thing I didn’t have to ask them to repeat it as we got 
closer. Driven by a desire to copulate, their passionate embrace stopped only long 
enough for them to get out of the car and pay the fare. I swear he was undoing his 
fly and she the zip on the back of her dress as they staggered towards the door of 
the flat, their lips re-locked, desperate to consummate their journey.

Most of the time I would simply watch everything that happened and see it all 
as instructive. But every now and then I was confronted with the reality that I 
was observing someone else’s life like a voyeur — even intruding. But I decided 
it was okay to have an interest in the lives of anonymous people as long as I 
wasn’t going to exploit them. After all, it’s better to learn about people from real 
life than from the movies.

Actors are often obsessed with this question. Where do we get our stuff 
from? Where do we get the filling for our performance? What deep ravines 
in our subconscious can we abseil into to find the raw emotion, the shocking 
intellectual truths, the sense of real dilemma, the life or death moments of 
decision, which punters pay  money to come and see us represent on stage?

These questions are asked more often than they are answered. But one such 
answer came to me on an unsuspecting day while watching Days of our Lives in 
a motel room in western Queensland, and from a fellow actor.

I was touring with a show involving two actors and two dancers. The tour 
bus delivered us to Miles about mid-morning and we checked into our motel 
rooms. As was our practice, we four performers gathered together in one of the 
rooms for a cup of tea and a bit of informal rehearsal while the crew went round 
to check out the shire hall and bump in the gear for that night’s show. Someone 
turned on the television. In western Queensland there wasn’t a lot of choice 
in daytime TV at that time, and so while the kettle boiled we found ourselves 
desultorily watching this American pap.
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My fellow actor and I sat back and took a critical view of the soap while the 
two dancers, being of an eminently more practical bent, just accepted it as a 
soap should be accepted – the background to conversation. We, the actors, kept 
laughing and making comments on the plastic people, and the bad acting, and 
the lingering camera shots designed to make sure the audience was in no doubt 
about the emotional situation at the end of each scene.

“I’m not watching TV with you two ever again,” said one of the dancers, “all 
you do is take the piss!”

“What else can you do with rubbish like this?” I replied.
The tea was made and the conversation ranged over many matters, occasionally 

coming back to the TV screen where, at one point, we found ourselves all silent, 
watching one of the plastic American actors who was particularly empty and 
derivative, going through the gamut of emotions from A to B.

Bracing myself for a possible reprimand from the dancers, I scornfully rolled 
off a few names of famous actors that his performance was reminding me of. 
Olivier. De Niro. Cagney. Then my fellow actor said: “That’s the difference 
between learning how to act from real people and learning how to act from 
other actors.”

It was just a throwaway line, as we say in the business, but for me it was one 
of the great unheralded moments of revelation. While it didn’t hit me with the 
full tropical cyclone force that knocked the unreconstructed Saul from his horse 
on the road to Damascus, it nevertheless lodged in my brain, and eventually 
became enshrined there as one of the great principles of dramatic art. A 
principle which re-asserts itself in an actor’s life every now and then by its very 
obviousness and simplicity.

Copying another actor’s style or mannerisms can turn a perfectly good actor 
into one of those hollow stentorian bores that in a previous generation might 
have been distinguished by a loud voice in public places and the wearing of 
cravats. Such copying of style without substance or authenticity can, even worse, 
contribute to the endless stream of unredeemed garbage with which television 
has numbed the last two generations, while alienating them from their true 
cultural heritage. You don’t believe such hollow performers. You tend to sit there 
and resort to cynical laughter or turn off the set. Or in the case of live theatre, 
study the gels in the lighting rig. We’re too polite to get up and leave.

By now we have finished the kitchen table sequence in which the two Meals on 
Wheels volunteers deliver the chicken and salad and the blueberry pie. It’s the 
blueberry pie which convinces me they’re not salesmen and causes me to stop 
fiddling with the old tap and melt into a more pliable and grateful client. 

Coordinating the action in this scene proves difficult. The two Meals on 
Wheels volunteers have to follow me back into the living room after I have let 
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them in the door, take up positions close behind me when I sit back down at 
the table and continue fiddling with the tap. Then, handing over the meals, with 
knowing looks between them, and for me, the moment of recognition. I wolf 
down the pie before the chicken and salad. After each take the props person in 
the kitchen refills the foil container with a fresh piece of pie. When the scene is 
over, I swear that I’ll never eat blueberry pie again.

As soon as the lighting is set up, we are going to do the scene where the 
volunteers arrive at the door (we’re shooting out of sequence). Everyone seems 
pretty happy with the progress so far. While we wait for the crew to finish their 
preparations, my fellow actors and I talk about acting. Which is not surprising. 
We discuss the attitudes we will need in the scene coming up. It’s the one where 
I shout through the closed door that I don’t want to buy anything today, thanks. 

At the fourth take I begin to wonder if I’m overdoing it. Am I merely aping 
some performance I’ve seen in the past?

The suspicion of hollowness in your own performance which attacks you every 
now and then leads you to develop a sort of self-checking mechanism. Because 
our theatre is so polite, you rarely get booed off the stage, and the judgement of 
newspaper critics is usually too subjective to be trusted, so it’s necessary to monitor 
your own level of sincerity. This is greatly assisted by direct audience intervention 
— both laudatory and adverse. However, the latter can be an embarrassing public 
experience which puts your whole career on the line. It happened to me once.

Performing the role of Jesus Christ in Denis Potter’s Son of Man, a sort of 
humanist interpretation of the gospels, I was shouted at by someone in the 
audience. It was the most humiliating experience of my stage career.

The person who did the shouting was not, as you might expect, an irate 
Christian, disturbed by Potter’s or indeed our iconoclasm. Nor was it a 
disgruntled punter who simply didn’t like the show. It was in fact one of the 
most prominent professional theatre directors in Brisbane, a man whose career 
had started in Dublin’s famous Abbey Theatre, and who commanded immense 
respect throughout the Australian theatre.

He was not unfamiliar with the show, either. I had, as it happened, gone to 
him on several occasions during the rehearsal process for expert coaching on 
voice, projection, intention, delivery. He gave me the benefit of his wisdom and 
his years during these coaching sessions, which ended up ranging more broadly 
than we had originally agreed, once we got into stride. He would listen to a 
section, then shout at me from across the room.

“No, say it again. I have to believe it. You’ve given me no reason to believe 
what you’re saying. It has to come from here!” he would say, thumping his 
breast. He gave freely of his time and energy, and I was grateful.

But on opening night, in a specially constructed theatre — a geodesic steel 
dome supporting a suspended plastic skin, resembling a huge circus tent — on 



Popular Front by Errol O’Neill

154A Playlab Theatre Publication 

the rugby oval at the University of Queensland, he was pissed. This was nothing 
unusual. He was pissed a lot of the time. But only fate and something inexplicably 
Irish could have arranged that he had to be pissed on my opening night.

It was a fairly avant-garde production. The audience sat in little clumps in 
a contoured environment built up with sandbags (I had filled many of them 
myself during breaks in rehearsal) painted green, khaki, purple, ochre and 
brown. We were emphasising the military aspects of Christ’s battle with Pontius 
Pilate and his arrest and execution, as you would expect of a university theatre 
production in the 1970s. The Roman soldiers wore modern army uniforms. 
We were earnest young men and women and we really believed that theatre 
could be a weapon in the war against mediocrity and hypocrisy, not to mention 
Bjelke-Petersen and the politics of coercion.

Inside the geodesic dome, the legacy to the world of Buckminster Fuller, hero 
of the architecture students who had built it for our show, we were making an 
attempt in another discipline to fulfil that very hero’s own dictum, ‘do more 
with less’. This goal is not always achieved, and actors who gild the lily are often 
reminded of this maxim by grumbling critics.

The play was going pretty well, or so I thought, and I was right in the middle 
of the Sermon on the Mount, which in Potter’s words and our interpretation 
was like a philosophy class being conducted by a radical lecturer just before a 
Vietnam Moratorium march. Suddenly, the Irishman shouted out drunkenly 
from behind a low mound of sandbags:

“I don’t believe you, Jesus Christ! I don’t believe a word of it!”
The world stopped turning. There was a great stillness on the face of the 

earth, the play dropped away, the other actors disappeared. There was only me, 
rudely shattered and ripped out of a perhaps complacent performance, and 
this Irish nemesis, an ogre-like figure of the priests and nuns who had given 
my childhood such oppressive colourings of hell and damnation and for which 
legacy I resent them still.

We faced each other across the void of Galilee. I was struck dumb. After his 
initial outburst, he also was struck dumb. I could see his small frame, shaking 
with either fear or, more likely, the effects of alcohol. Tremens without the 
delirium. The delirium, I suppose, was mine at this point.

To those who think little of the arts of live theatre, this would not have been 
a significant event. A hundred people gathered in the 1970s on a university 
campus in a trendy steel and plastic structure designed by hip architecture 
students experienced the embarrassing interruption of theatrical convention. 
The contract between audience and actors, the suspension of disbelief itself, was 
suspended. So what?

But for me, great things were unfolding. A young actor was learning that 
a hollow performance would always be detected by an audience — pissed or 
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sober. Maybe an audience will never collectively be drunk enough, or honest 
enough, to stop the show and demand sincerity. But on this occasion it had 
happened, in its own unexpected, unplanned and imperfect way, and I was 
forced to demand sincerity of myself. It was a moment of gut-wrenching, 
buttock-clenching seriousness as I tried desperately to hang on to the plot.

All the words of the text I had spent weeks learning flew out through the 
plastic skin, through Fuller’s triangles of steel, out into the ether. Rather than 
doing more with less, I was doing nothing with nothing. I was left with no lines 
and without cues. The lighting operator was unable to carry on, the other actors 
were waiting for me to finish the Sermon on the Mount before the next bit of 
action could begin.

A hundred options flashed across my mind: walk off; break character and 
call for a discussion with the audience (and the Irishman) about the relevance 
of theatre to social and political reality — after all, this was the seventies; try to 
continue the play as quickly as possible and pretend nothing had happened … 
The list went on, causing my head to spin with indecision.

Finally I remembered the last section of the Sermon on the Mount and 
completed the scene. This was a decision taken in panic, but it worked. I was 
burning with a new and disarmed sincerity, with a desire to overcome my 
untruthfulness. And, not least, I was also burning with anger. Anger, funnily 
enough, can work wonders and deliver us to the door of truth in unexpected ways.

All this took maybe twenty or thirty seconds, but to me it seemed like I was 
standing there silent and confused for thirty minutes. Strangely, the audience 
was extremely attentive throughout. It was later reported by some of them 
that they believed the interruption was part of the show, an attempt to portray 
Christ dealing with a real heckler on the hillside. The Irishman himself, whom 
I avoided after the show and since, later admitted to mutual friends that he was 
the most surprised and confused of all.

Back in this West End house, years later, fiddling with a tap and shouting 
through a closed door, I am coming closer to the real meaning of drama than 
I did that night in the geodesic dome. Here I am engaged in a simple task. 
Not trying to present Jesus Christ as a human being, but merely ‘Mr Doyle’, 
a character who has few lines but belongs to that vast legion of society’s 
misfits who live surrounded by the unfunctioning debris of their past and 
unfathomable questions about their future.

But I am still, I reflect, an actor trying to represent something rather than the 
real person actually living through it. This is the elusive nature of acting. We 
must live side by side with real people, and observe them, and ride towards some 
kind of artistic completion on their misfortune. An empty metaphor. Constantly 
discovering real life through acting, and often wishing it was the other way round.
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Sometimes during a performance, no matter how well controlled and 
rehearsed, you find yourself in uncharted waters, and your resolve, strength and 
confidence come not from your own conscious abilities but from the deep pool 
within yourself. This is the pool of real people and real experience from which 
you have learned some aspects of the truths you are portraying. Sometimes you 
are jolted to the core of your being as you realise you are bringing people close 
to tears in the audience. 

Making them laugh is not as memorable, but when you bring them to tears 
you realise that you are connecting in some grand way with the essence of 
humanity. You realise you owe a great debt to the legions of real people you have 
known and dealt with over a lifetime and from whom you have taken lessons in 
the simple and honest art of being human.

Errol O’Neill
1 December 2015

The short story ‘Character’ is being published by Ginninderra Press as part of a 
collection of Errol’s short stories.




