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Introduction
Between 1983 and 2011 Errol O’Neill wrote five plays dealing with episodes in 
Queensland labour history. Faces in the Street is the first play of his so-called labour 
history “trilogy”, as published by Playlab Theatre. It was produced originally in 
1983, followed in 1988 by Popular Front and in 1991 by On the Whipping Side. 
O’Neill wrote two further labour history plays: The Hope of the World in 1996 and 
Red Soil, White Sugar in 2011. The latter two have not been published.

Faces in the Street is set during the Brisbane general strike of 1912. Popular Front 
concerns the labour movement and in particular the Communist Party and 
Queensland MP Fred Patterson during the tumultuous period of 1930 to 1950. 
On the Whipping Side concerns the 1891 shearers’ strike. The Hope of the World 
is set during the 1985 SEQEB strike and Red Soil, White Sugar during the Isis 
district sugar strike of 1911. 

Taken together these plays provide important insights into various episodes in 
Queensland labour history and the nature of the labour movement. Historical 
drama can add an important dimension often missing or underplayed in 
“straight” history; it re-inserts people into the account, allowing the audience to 
gain a greater comprehension of how events are shaped by the hopes, ideas and 
frailties of people and, in turn, of the stresses, joys and disappointments that are 
experienced as the events unfold. When this is done well, the audience member 
does not just experience empathy, but has cause to examine her or his own 
assumptions and ideas.

Writing about his experience as a playwright in Australia in 1998, O’Neill (p. 
152) identified two basic approaches to drama: the Stanislavskian, in which ‘the 
basic unit of theatre is the single character’ and the Brechtian, in which ‘the 
basic unit is the social interaction between characters’. He positioned himself 
firmly in the latter tradition, stating that he attempted to produce ‘work which 
does not simply concern itself with the fate of individuals, but can come to have 
much more important symbolic significance in terms of society as a whole’ 
(Ibid., p. 151). O’ Neill believed that theatre should be a ‘vehicle for expressing 
ideas’ (Ibid., p. 152) and had a particular interest in exploring the ‘void in the 
culture of this country, particularly the culture of Queensland, when it comes to 
critical examination of our past’ (Ibid., p. 160).

Some reviewers found O’Neill’s labour history plays “overly didactic”. To which 
he replied:
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I don’t think I am any less of an artist, writer or actor because I have a dominant 
political motive … All art is political … Didacticism is not a bad word. 
Dogmatism is. Didacticism means teaching. All you are doing as a left-wing 
or critical or Marxist person … is to put on the agenda questions which in the 
dominant culture don’t get raised. (quoted in Riley, 1996)

O’Neill was looking for ways of ‘embodying the ideas within believable dramatic 
characters’ (1998, p. 52) in plays that ‘dramatise important parts of the personal 
and psychological history of Australian society’ (Ibid., p. 159). O’Neill stated that 
in his plays he tried ‘to make the political background as intrusive as possible’ 
(quoted in Riley, 1996).

O’Neill’s plays are not, however, dry political treatises. O’Neill did not ignore 
emotions, he depicted clearly the costs to individuals and their personal 
relationships of the way in which society is organised and of engagement in the 
struggle for change. Further, the plays are entertaining. Faces in the Street takes 
its name from the famous poem by Henry Lawson and the play ends with the 
cast singing a musical adaptation of the poem. The first act also ends in song and 
snatches of familiar tunes are heard in various scenes. This use of poetry and song 
is a consistent feature of O’Neill’s plays. In this instance the Lawson poem takes 
on a powerful new emotive force from the context provided by the play and the 
poem/song contributes, in turn, a rousing ending to the play.

One of the interesting features of O’Neill’s labour history plays is that while (with 
the exception of Popular Front) each centres on a specific historical conflict 
between labour and capital, they explore conflicts within the labour movement. In 
his original introduction to Faces in the Street, O’Neill observed:

… the general strike was full of conflicting ideologies. The class war was certainly 
there — the basic battle for the recognition of trade unions was the major 
impetus for the strike. But for me, the most interesting dramatic element was the 
tension between different viewpoints in the labour camp. (O’Neill, 1993, pp. 5-6) 

A key aspect of these divisions is ‘the tension between the pragmatic political 
ambitions of the Labor party and the idealism of the socialist principles that gave rise 
to the labour movement’ (O’Neill, 2012, p. 32). Of course, these conflicts continue. 

A noteworthy aim of O’Neill’s work was to write women back into the history of the 
labour movement. While O’Neill included some historical women figures in his plays, 
he was hamstrung somewhat by the fact that the recorded history of the events that 
he was recreating was dominated by accounts of the activities of male participants. 
O’Neill (2012, p. 30) expressed regret that he had not included Emma Miller as a 
character in Faces in the Street. It was through the fictional characters in the plays that 
O’Neill really succeeded in writing women into the account of Australian labour.
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The Brisbane general strike of 1912, the setting of Faces in the Street, began when tram 
drivers were locked out for wearing union badges at work. The trams system manager, 
an American named Joseph Badger, refused to negotiate with the union. In response, 
trade unionists went out on a general strike that brought Brisbane to a standstill. 
The issue was seen as about the right to unionise. Eventually, the state government 
intervened, banning marches and swearing in “special constables” to enforce order.

During the strike, the combined unions (strike) committee:

… became an alternative government. No work could be undertaken in 
Brisbane without a special permit from the Strike Committee. This Committee 
organised 500 vigilance officers to keep order among strikers and set up its own 
Ambulance Brigade. Government departments and private employers needed 
the Strike Committee’s permission to carry out any work. The Strike Committee 
issued strike coupons that were honoured by various firms. (QP Museum, 2012)

The degree of organisation and level of public support caused Premier Digby 
Denham genuinely to fear the possibility of revolution (O’Neill, 2012, p. 28).

An application by the strike committee for a permit for a march was refused by the 
police but a large crowd gathered in central Brisbane on 2 February 1912 (Black 
Friday). The crowd was estimated at 15,000 people (ten per cent of Brisbane’s then 
population). On the orders of the police commissioner, the police made a fierce 
baton charge on the crowd.

Eventually, support for the strike waned as workers went without pay, access to 
services and food was restricted and government repression continued. Despite 
the arbitration court finding that the requirement not to wear union badges was 
unreasonable, negative public reaction to police violence, and a commitment from the 
employers’ federation that the strikers would not be victimised, the striking employees 
were not re-instated when the strike was called off — though some were re-instated 
over a decade later when the state government (then under a Labor administration) 
took over the tram system. The conservative state government won the next election, 
but three years later, the Labor Party under TJ Ryan won government. The degree to 
which the strike paved the way for a Labor election is subject to ongoing debate.

Characters representing the conservative side of politics in the play include the 
historical figure, Mary Hall, who acts as a sort of narrator/commentator. Hall 
was an English woman who wrote of her travels in Australia and other parts of 
the world and who was in Brisbane at the time of the general strike. Hall’s views 
are thoroughly British and establishment, politically and socially, and her now 
anachronistic opinions and impatience with working-class values and habits provide 
a number of humorous moments in the play.
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Contrasted with Hall’s old-school British values is the brash, pragmatic and 
free-enterprise approach of the American tramways boss, Joseph Badger. O’Neill 
(1993, p. 11) describes this character as ‘able, courageous, and ruthless’. 

Digby Denham was a conservative Premier whose links were with business in 
a state where rural interests dominated. Later, in 1915, Denham was to become 
the only sitting Queensland Premier to lose his seat in a general election, until 
Campbell Newman replicated this achievement a hundred years later.

Others on the non-labour side of the conflict depicted in the play include Police 
Commissioner Cahill, the stern and rigid enforcer of public order. There is no 
suggestion of police corruption in the play (this is picked up in later plays), but 
Faces in the Street does highlight the way in which the Queensland police force 
has historically acted as an instrument of the government of the day.

Finally on the non-labour side is the fictional character of the Monsignor, 
who enunciates the position of the Catholic Church. O’Neill recognises the 
important role that the church played in the lives of many working class people, 
especially given the high proportion of workers of Irish heritage. The Monsignor 
enunciates the church’s position, as expressed in the papal encyclical Rerum 
Novarum, that class warfare must be rejected and capital and labour work 
cooperatively. The conflicting roles that religion can play in social and political 
conflict is demonstrated by the historical character of Presbyterian minister J.S. 
Pollock, who was a supporter of the strike.

Another historical character is Harry Coyne, a Labor MLA. (played in 
the original La Boite production by Matt Foley, who went on to have a 
parliamentary career.) A key scene in Faces in the Street is an argument between 
Harry Coyne, the fictional character Marion Regan, a socialist activist, and the 
fictional character of Paddy Duffner, ‘an itinerant shearer and untutored militant 
concerned more with a response to injustice than the niceties of gaining political 
power’ (O’Neill, 2012, p. 32). In this scene Coyne states that the strike will 
probably be lost and expresses his concern that no steps should be taken that 
might jeopardise Labor’s chances of being elected or compromise its ability to 
govern. Marion expresses disappointment that Labor has limited its ambitions 
to simply providing ‘an alternative management of capitalism’. Duffner goes 
further, predicting, against Coyne’s protestations, that Labor in government 
would use the police to strike break just as the Tories had done.

The plays allow us to consider continuities and differences at various points 
in time in the intellectual, ideological and strategic debates within the labour 
movement and in the social and political contexts in which these take place.



8 Errol O’Neill

Faces in the Street is set in a time when utopian hopes for a socialist project were, 
if not high, at least plausible, before the Russian revolution, before Labor in 
Queensland had established a track record in government, before two world wars. 
Union membership stood at around 30 percent of the workforce and was growing. 
The labour movement was centred primarily in male, blue-collar industries. The 
White Australia Policy was a pillar of the Australian social policy. 

The play was first produced in 1983, when anti-Viet Nam War activism and 
Springbok tour protests were not too distant memories. After dominating 
Queensland politics for four decades, Labor had not been in power in the 
state for over 25 years. The project of international socialism had been dealt 
a severe blow by the legacy of Stalin — though the Soviet Union remained a 
superpower. Union membership was declining but still at around 45 per cent 
of the workforce. The ushering in of global neo-liberalism under Reagan and 
Thatcher was just getting underway. The gerrymander securely in place, Joh 
Bjelke-Petersen was at the height of his reign. When Marion argues in a scene 
in the play that street marches are a ‘basic democratic right’, and Harry replies 
‘since when did the Premier of Queensland care about basic democratic rights?’, 
the resonances for an audience in Joh’s Queensland would have been clear.

In the third decade of the Twenty-First Century we view Faces in the Street through 
a lens shaped by feminism and environmentalism, the fall of Soviet communism, 
and 30 years of post-Fitzgerald Inquiry politics in Queensland. Union membership 
has shrunk to less than 15 per cent of the workforce. We have endured 40 years 
of neo-liberal interventions in economic and social policy. Today, tramway boss 
Badger’s early Twentieth Century version of neo-liberalism resonates more strongly 
than it would have at the time of the play’s first production.

For all the changes since 1912, there are strong continuities in the experiences 
of working men and women. Through fictional characters such as Joe, a 
tramway conductor, and his wife Bridget, O’Neill shows the effects of the strike 
on ordinary people, for whom issues of survival trump strategic or ideological 
issues. Joe observes forlornly over a serving of ‘yesterday’s stew’ that:

The strikes only hurting the people who are on side. Everything else is 
business as usual. It’s supposed to be the other way around. 

Earlier, Joe has poignantly confessed that he almost lost his nerve:

What worries me is I almost didn’t [wear the union badge]. Me, who’s been 
preachin’ union louder than any of ‘em. I felt weak and alone. I came that 
close (gesture with fingers) to scabbin’. A man’s a bloody rat. 
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In a scene near the end of the play, the tensions between Joe and Bridget arising 
from Joe’s uncertain future after the failure of the strike are manifest:

JOE What’s the matter?

BRIDGET You could have told me what you were thinking. I’d got 
myself into the state of mind where I was prepared to 
see it through, for your sake …

JOE You must’ve known I was getting’ jack of it.

BRIDGET That’s not the point. You should have told me. We could 
have talked about it. You’re not the only one involved. 

As the Faces in the Street draws to a conclusion, Joe, Bridget, Maureen and Paddy 
are shown contemplating their uncertain futures following the failure of the strike. 
Mary Hall re-appears to warn us of the perils for the people of Queensland under 
the ‘red flag of socialism’. Then street marchers appear, filling the stage, singing 
verses from Lawson’s poem.

Circumstances change, battles are won and lost, but the struggle continues. 

John McCollow
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First Production Details
Faces in the Street was commissioned by La Boite Theatre, Brisbane for the 1983 
Warana Festival, through generous support of the Festival Committee. The play 
was directed by Andrew Ross with original music by Donald Hall and was first 
produced at La Boite Theatre on 16 September 1983 with the following cast:

MARION      Dale Murison 
BRIDGET      Kylie Fitzpatrick  
JOE       Peter Condon 
PADDY DUFFNER; OLD CRIPPLE   David Baker
HARRY COYNE      Matthew Foley
MARY HALL      Kepi Sinclair 
PREMIER DENHAM; CLERIC    Wayne Reeves 
BADGER; SPECIAL CONSTABLE;    Francis Smith
MONSIGNOR; UNIONIST    
REVEREND J.S. POLLOCK; SPECIAL INSPECTOR Peter Darch 
CAHILL      Michael Anderson
PAPERBOY      Leah Cotterell 
POLICEMAN; UNION CHAIRMAN; BILL   Wesley Lewis  
(TRAMWAYMAN); SPECIAL     
DENHAM’S PRIVATE SECRETARY; SPECIAL  Paul Edwards
RED RIBBONITE    Alan Randall
TRAMWAYS INSPECTOR; NED HANLON;  Shane Coffey  
SPECIAL; CARTER     
CAMERAMAN; SPECIAL    Brett Crowther
BREAD VENDOR     Fiona Fox 
DESTITUTE WOMAN     Helen Bennett
DRUNK      Eve Henderson
CABBIE; POLICEMAN; SPECIAL; RED   Patrick McLaughlin 
RIBBONITE      
BERT (TRAMWAYMAN); REPORTER   David McLeavey 
HOTEL MAID      Margaret Higham 
STREET BUSKER     Donald Hall
CROWD MEMBER    Paul Kempis
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Notes
Time and place

Brisbane from January to March 1912. Mary Hall’s lecture takes place in England some 
years later.

Characters

MARION REGAN  About 30. Intelligent, educated but slightly   
    awkward when dealing with her emotions.
BRIDGET REGAN  A working class woman about the same age as   
    Marion. Lacks formal education but is   
    intelligent and articulate.
JOE REGAN   About 30. A tram conductor and committed   
    unionist. Somewhat mercurial in mood, he   
    fluctuates between bold defiance and self-doubt.
PADDY DUFFNER  About 30. A shearer. Good natured, at times   
    flamboyant, with a cheerful, rebellious Irish   
    disposition.
HARRY COYNE   Late 40s. MLA for Warrego.
MARY HALL   An Englishwoman of mature age. Somewhat   
    pompous and arrogant.
DIGBY FRANK DENHAM  Premier of Queensland.
MAJOR WILLIAM 
GEOFFREY CAHILL   Late 50s. Police Commissioner.
REFEREND J.S. POLLOCK  Presbyterian Minister and socialist. Bold, fearless.
JOSEPH STILLMAN BADGER  About 60. American. Manager of the Brisbane   
    Tramway Company. Able, courageous   
    and ruthless.
A MAID    A spirited young woman who treats everyone as  
    her equal.
A CABBIE
BERT    A tramwayman
BILL    A tramwayman
A TRAMWAYS INSPECTOR
A DERELICT WOMAN (1)
A DERELICT WOMAN (2)
THE PREMIER’S PRIVATE SECRETARY
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A MONSIGNOR   Assistant to the Catholic Archbishop.
A POLICE INSPECTOR
CHAIRMAN
STRIKERS
CITIZENS
CROWD MEMBERS
SPECIALS
A CLERIC
A CAMERAMAN
HECKLERS
A CARTER
RED RIBBONITES
POLICEMEN
A REPORTER

It is envisaged that most of the actors will play multiple roles.

This play takes its title from Henry Lawson’s poem of the same name.
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Faces in the Street

PART ONE
SCENE 1 — THE ROYAL GEOGRAPHICAL SOCIETY 
IN LONDON

MARY HALL is delivering a lecture to the Society some 
time after the Brisbane General Strike of 1912.

HALL I took my departure from Sydney towards the end of 
January. I was booked for Brisbane on the s.s. Nikko 
Maru of the Nippon Yusen Kaisha Line, and never shall 
I forget my embarkation. For a year and a half I had 
been sojourning in a land where personal attendance 
is looked upon as a favour, and usually very grudgingly 
administered. Consequently, it was a moment of joy and 
relief when, as I approached the ship, I was met by a bevy 
of spotlessly white-clad little Japanese stewards, more than 
anxious to do my behests. I could not help contrasting 
their cheerful alacrity with the loath-to-do-anything-
willingly demeanour of the Colonial steward. We had a 
delightfully smooth passage past a picturesque coast, and 
entered Moreton Bay early on the morning of the second 
day. Moreton Bay was looking all aglow in the brightest 
sunlight as the Nikko Maru berthed at Pinkenba, close 
to the mouth of the Brisbane River. After waiting some 
considerable time for a taxi, I finally set off on a rather 
pleasant riverside drive towards the city along Hamilton 
Road, which follows the eighteen miles of ‘silver ribbon’ as 
it winds past graceful curves, revealing silver hills in the 
distance, factories, wharves and beautiful villas … to the 
heart of the metropolis.
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SCENE 2 — THE STREETS OF BRISBANE
Mid-January, 1912. Early morning. Humid. We see street 
life outside Lennons Hotel, George Street. A paper-seller 
stands offering the morning papers — THE BRISBANE 
COURIER and THE DAILY MAIL — to passers by, 
shouting incomprehensible headlines. A cab driver, 
groaning under the weight of a travel trunk, walks along 
the footpath for a short distance. He is followed by MARY 
HALL. They go into the foyer of the hotel.

SCENE 3 — THE FOYER OF LENNONS HOTEL
HALL Thank you, driver. Just put it down there. [she sees a 

passing maid] Oh, Miss.

MAID Yes, ma’am?

HALL Where is the desk clerk?

MAID [a little surprised] Over there, behind the desk, ma’am.

HALL Oh, good. Would you kindly tell him I’ve arrived, while I 
pay the driver? Miss Hall. [offering papers] My particulars.

MAID [a moment of uncertainty. She takes the papers] Very 
well, ma’am.

HALL What do I owe you, driver?

CABBIE That’ll be four shillings, madam.

HALL Four shillings! [fumbles in purse] Taxi fares are certainly 
exorbitant in the tropics.

CABBIE Sub-tropics. We have to make a living, madam.
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HALL I don’t wonder they call Queensland the working man’s paradise. 
[she hands over one shilling] I should have taken a tram.

CABBIE [waiting for the next shilling] If you’d arrived in a few days’ 
time, you probably wouldn’t have been able to find a tram either.

HALL Why do you say that? [hands over one more shilling]

CABBIE Lots of trouble brewing. There might be a big strike.

HALL Strike? Goodness gracious. It certainly can’t be over wages.

CABBIE Er, two more shillings, madam.

HALL Hmph! [fumbles in purse]

CABBIE No, the trouble isn’t wages, madam, it’s …

HALL You don’t need to tell me, I’m sure. I’ve seen it all in England. 
The maggot is at the core, [one more shilling] eating away. I was 
so looking forward to Queensland and its wonderful climate. It 
would have made an interesting chapter in my book.

CABBIE Book?

HALL Yes, I’m writing a book about my travels. I told you on the way 
up here from the wharf.

CABBIE Oh, yes. [making polite conversation while he waits for his 
fare] Very interesting.

HALL I suppose I shall just have to record what I see. Life can’t be 
all pleasant, I suppose. One must take the good with the bad. 
[hands over the last shilling]

CABBIE Thank you, madam. [he leaves]

MAID [appearing] Your booking is in order, madam. The desk clerk 
will attend to you directly.

HALL Lovely. Oh. [indicating trunk] Would you mind? Be careful 
with it. There are some very valuable Maori artefacts inside.
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The MAID is uncertain. Finally, deferring to the 
haughtiness of the Englishwoman, she bends down to pick 
up the trunk, struggling with it.

HALL [looking around, straightening her clothes] Brisbane. 
Hmph. Workingman’s paradise. Hmph.

SCENE 4 — LUNCH ROOM AT THE COUNTESS 
STREET TRAM DEPOT

There are sounds of trams coming and going. JOE has his 
cap off and collar undone.

JOE … so I said, ‘Madam, if this gentleman’s odour is annoying 
you so much, why don’t you lend him a few bob so he can 
afford to take a bath?’

BILL [laughing] What did she say to that?

JOE ‘I paid my fare. I’m entitled to ride in peace and quiet. 
There are plenty of empty seats down the back.’

BILL What did he say?

JOE Nothin’. He’s just sittin’ there. [he does an imitation]

BILL [chuckling] What happened them?

JOE Well, we’re halfway across Victoria Bridge by this, and I 
know she always gets off at the Treasury, so I’m stringin’ 
her along to see if she’ll go past her stop. Anyways, we 
come to the Treasury and no one gets on and no one gets 
off so I pull the bell and, just before the tram moves, your 
man gets up, shouts some abuse at her and leaps off. I 
pretend not to notice and I look back at her and say, ‘Well, 
madam, I tell you what … where’s the gentleman gone?’
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BILL What did she do?

JOE ‘Gentleman?!’ she says, and gets up and gives the bell cord a 
Godalmighty yank. ‘And now you’ve made me miss my stop!’ 
I tell you, Bill, the Dutton Park run is more fun than a circus.

BILL I got this bloke at Toowong today who reckoned he had no 
money. ‘What do you mean, you’ve got no money,’ I says. 
‘Look, the inspector’s gettin’ on at the next stop, I’ll have to 
put you off.’ So he says …

BERT appears wearing a union badge on his watch chain. 
The others are silenced.

BILL Did you wear that badge on your run, Bert?

BERT Course I did. [pause] No … I just slipped it on outside 
for a lark.

The others laugh, relieved.

 I don’t want a run-in with the old walrus till the rest of you 
coots cop it too.

JOE I’ve been talkin’ to the blokes. Everyone’s pretty solid 
about wearing the badges next Thursday. I reckon it’ll be 
a good turnout. 

BILL Might even recruit a few more members.

JOE Year, well, example’s the only way to get ‘em in, eh?

BERT Too right!

A tram is heard starting up.

 When is the meeting, Joe?

JOE Six o’clock up at Turbot Street.

BILL [looking out the window] Hey, Joe. Aren’t you on the 105 
to Stones Corner this afternoon?
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JOE Yes, mate, yes.

BILL Are the passengers going to collect their own fares today?

JOE [looking at fob watch] Jesus, Mary and Joseph! [he grabs 
his cap and rushes out] See you at the meeting tomorrow 
night, fellas.

BILL also rushes out.

BERT Where you goin’?

BILL I’m drivin’ the 105 to Stones Corner.

SCENE 5 — MARY HALL’S HOTEL ROOM
HALL [writing at her table] Queensland, I think, savours 

rather more of England, perhaps than the other States. 
At any rate, I had much the same feeling on my arrival 
as I experienced in Natal, where I seemed to breathe the 
sentiment of England the moment I landed.

MAID [appearing, with a tray] Good afternoon, madam. Your 
afternoon tea.

HALL Oh, good. A trifle late, but just pop it down there.

MAID [pouring tea] Milk?

HALL Thank you. A local girl, are you?

MAID No, I’m from Cairns.

HALL Oh, lovely.

MAID Ever been up north?
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HALL No, but it’s on my itinerary. [she sips tea, puts down the 
cup and fixes the MAID with a stare] I’m not one to 
complain, but this tea is cold.

MAID It shouldn’t be. [she sticks her finger in the cup] Mmm.

HALL I was assured that the room service at Lennons was the 
equivalent to that of Raffles.

MAID Raffles?

HALL Never mind. Would you be so kind as to have the kitchen 
send me a fresh pot?

MAID Certainly, madam. [she leaves with the tray]

HALL [back to her writing] Brisbane has a number of magnificent 
buildings, which would be creditable to any European 
town. The Executive Building — one of the finest structures 
in the Commonwealth; the Treasury; Parliament House; 
and among ecclesiastical buildings are two fine cathedrals, 
Anglican and Roman Catholic. There is also a good 
museum, with a remarkable collection of butterflies.

SCENE 6 — A STREET
A hot afternoon. JOSEPH BADGER, walking along, is 
approached by a derelict woman.

WOMAN Spare a few bob, sir?

BADGER I only have a pound note. I never carry spare change.

WOMAN I never carry a receipt book, either.

BADGER [walking off] Impertinent!

WOMAN [holding up her little finger] Sit on this, you lout!
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SCENE 7 — DENHAM’S OFFICE
BADGER is met by the Premier’s PRIVATE SECRETARY.

BADGER Badger. Tramways.

SECRETARY Ah, Mr Badger, of course. The Premier’s expecting you. 
This way please.

BADGER is shown into the inner office. DENHAM rises to 
meet him.

BADGER Sorry to call on you at such short notice, Mr Premier.

DENHAM [offering hand] Perfectly all right, Joseph. That’s what we’re 
here for. Sit down. Cigar?

BADGER Thank you, no.

DENHAM Well, what can I do for you?

BADGER I’ll come straight to the point, Mr Premier. Some of my 
employees are trying to force me into a showdown. Now, 
as you know, I’ve tried not to bother you with my labour 
problems before.

DENHAM And might I say, you’ve handled them remarkably well. 
You’ve been an example to every company manager in 
the state.

BADGER Thank you, Mr Premier. I was hoping to see this current 
trouble through without asking for your aid, but the 
situation has outgrown my resources.

DENHAM In what way?

BADGER The union men are planning to wear their badges on duty 
tomorrow, in direct defiance of company regulations.

DENHAM A slap in the face?
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BADGER Indeed, sir. And I intend to put these unionists out of 
action once and for all … Now, I know you’re a supporter 
of ‘freedom of contract’.

DENHAM Joseph, I admire your resolve. But it is not easy for a man 
in my position to act without taking into account the wider 
interests of the community.

BADGER The wider interests of the community are certainly not 
served when men are forced to join a union which is 
directly opposed to the company which provides them 
with employment.

DENHAM In many ways, a trades union can be of great assistance to 
an employer. 

BADGER I have not seen it, sir. When I came to this country, I didn’t 
seek any union’s permission to do my work. There was 
a job to be done and by God I did it. I came here as an 
engineer to electrify the tramways and within three years, I 
was general manager.

DENHAM Mr Badger, why does it matter to you that they wear their 
union badges? We can’t prevent men from joining a union. 
Surely, that battle has been lost.

BADGER I may have lost a battle, but I intend to win the war. The 
men who wear badges tomorrow will be dismissed. That 
action, on my part, will not only be legal …

DENHAM Of course …

BADGER … but morally justified.

DENHAM Well …

BADGER I’ll be blunt, sir. Can I count on the Government’s support?

DENHAM What sort of ‘support’ were you thinking of?
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BADGER Police protection in the days ahead, for the employees who 
remain loyal to the company.

DENHAM Joseph, the police are very busy in the normal course of their 
duty. I can’t say how many officers we’ll be able to spare … 
the union men may back down tomorrow.

BADGER From what I know of them, they’ll be just as determined to 
go ahead with it as I am to oppose them. I need to assure 
the people of Brisbane that their streetcar service will not 
be interrupted.

DENHAM I’m with you on that.

BADGER I know that someone in my position in the United States 
wouldn’t have to ask twice for police protection. 

DENHAM Mr Badger, this is not the USA.

BADGER I am only too well aware of that.

DENHAM I am, naturally, as keen as you are to keep the wheels of 
industry turning. But I don’t want to cause unnecessary 
antagonism with the unions, or alarm among the public.

BADGER Mr Premier, you and I have both seen what these socialists 
are capable of. If they think we’re soft, they’ll push us around 
till they get their way. There’s only one way to deal with 
them. Come down quickly and come down hard.

DENHAM You’ve shown considerable strength already. They may 
back down.

BADGER I doubt it.

DENHAM Let’s wait and see.

BADGER I’d appreciate it if you’d give the matter some thought overnight,

DENHAM Of course. I’ll be in my office all day tomorrow. Call me on 
the telephone as soon as the situation becomes clear.
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BADGER Thank you. Good day, Mr Premier.

They shake hands. BADGER leaves. The PRIVATE 
SECRETARY comes forward.

DENHAM What do you think will happen tomorrow, John?

SECRETARY Word has it Trades Hall will take action if he dismisses any 
of the tramwaymen.

DENHAM Are they organised?

SECRETARY Only so far as to threaten a sympathy strike.

DENHAM Which unions?

SECRETARY Every union affiliated to Trades Hall.

DENHAM So it could be serious?

SECRETARY That’s what I hear.

DENHAM Thank you, John. Keep your ear to the ground.

SCENE 8 — A STREET
Afternoon. BADGER stops to buy a copy of THE 
TELEGRAPH from the same paper-seller as before, still 
shouting incomprehensible headlines over and over. A 
street musician subtly plays an instrumental version of 
‘Yankee Doodle’. MARION REGAN walks along the street 
on her way to visit BRIDGET and JOE.



24 Errol O’Neill

SCENE 9 — JOE AND BRIDGET’S COTTAGE IN 
SPRING HILL

BRIDGET, wearing a slightly soiled apron, is seated on 
the verandah peeling vegetables. MARION appears from 
the street.

MARION Hello, Bridge.

BRIDGET Hello, Marion. I was hoping you’d drop in today.

MARION How are you?

BRIDGET Good, love. Just getting something ready for tea. What 
time is it?

MARION Almost six.

BRIDGET The kettle’s just boiled. Would you like a cuppa?

MARION I’d love one. [taking off her hat] How’s the baby?

BRIDGET Don’t talk about her or she’ll wake up.

MARION I’ve got to have a look at her.

BRIDGET No, sit down. She’ll be awake soon enough. [a baby cries, 
off] Uh oh. [as she goes] You off work early?

MARION I worked late last night. And I’m taking minutes for the 
disputes committee tonight. So I can’t stay long.

BRIDGET [off] They really get their pound of flesh, don’t they?

MARION I’d rather work for the unions than be a glorified tea lady 
at Finneys. 

BRIDGET [bringing in tea] With your education, you should have 
been a teacher, you know.

MARION It’s not too late, Bridge … How’s Joe?
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BRIDGET He’ll be home any minute. I suppose you’ve heard about 
the badges business? 

MARION It’s all they’re talking about at Trades Hall.

BRIDGET I saw Badger in Adelaide Street yesterday. I was getting 
on a tram to go down the Valley, and he stood aside and 
tipped his hat. ‘After you, madam.’ I wondered what he’d 
say if I told him I was the wife of one of his underpaid 
conductors. I almost slapped his face.

MARION Oh, Bridge, your temper’s going to get you in trouble 
one day.

BRIDGET We’d be far better off if the trams were taken over by 
the councils.

MARION The councils can’t agree about sharing the cost. It has to 
be a State Government program if it happens at all.

BRIDGET Then I suppose nothing’ll be done till we get a Labour 
government in George Street.

JOE [entering] And that won’t be very long, or my name’s 
not Joe Regan!

BRIDGET I’d like a quid for every time he’s said that.

MARION Hello, Joe.

BRIDGET And not so loud. I just put her back to sleep.

JOE Hello, love. [then to MARION] And how’s my 
favourite cousin?

BRIDGET [seeing the badge on JOE’s watch chain] Did you wear 
the union badge on the run?

JOE ‘Course I did. And why not? No jumped-up Yank’s gonna 
tell Joe Regan what to do.
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JOE picks up a peeled vegetable and takes a bite. The two 
women look at him in stunned silence. An echo of the 
similar moment in the earlier scene.

JOE Got you wondering, haven’t I?

BRIDGET Joe, did you get the sack?

JOE What, do you think I’d stand up by myself and let the old 
walrus take a shot at me? I put it on outside. Thought I’d get a 
raise out of you … But it’ll be on for real in a couple of days.

MARION Has there been a decision already?

JOE Members are meeting tomorrow night. But it’s a cert. He 
can’t sack all of us.

BRIDGET There could be more trouble than it’s worth.

JOE There already is a lot of trouble.

BRIDGET But what if there’s a lockout? Besides, I don’t know why 
you can’t wait and see what the Arbitration Court finds.

JOE We’d all be retired by then. It’s a question of the rights 
of the working man. You know what our parents went 
through in the west in ninety one. It’s the same struggle.

MARION Well, at least this time the Government hasn’t got an army 
of its own.

JOE One blessing of federation … [noticing BRIDGET’S 
apprehension] The Brisbane Tram Company’s been 
sacking our men for trying to organise a union for the 
last eight years. And when we get that wage raise, they 
put it on an hourly basis, then cut our hours back. It’s 
been going on too long.

BRIDGET I’m not ready for a lockout. Or a strike.

MARION You’ve got friends to help you through, Bridge.
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BRIDGET Yes, I know …

MARION There couldn’t be a more important principle to stand up for.

JOE Well, I’m not gonna spend the rest of my life licking 
the arse of an arrogant, pompous, bible-bashing, 
Presbyterian Yankee!

The baby is heard crying. BRIDGET goes out.

MARION Joe, you should explain things better to Bridge.

JOE She’ll be right. We’ve been through tougher things.

MARION But you didn’t have a child then.

JOE Yeah. All right.

MARION I have a feeling things will get worse before they get better.

JOE What are you talking about?

MARION A strike. A long one.

JOE Who? The trammies?

MARION Everyone. Badger isn’t going to give in if he can find scabs 
to work for him. And if that happens, all of Trades Hall 
will come out.

JOE You mean a general strike? In Brisbane? Don’t let your 
imagination run away with you.

MARION I keep my ears open.

JOE Badger won’t be hiring any scabs. He wouldn’t dare.

MARION How can you say that when you haven’t even got a full 
union shop?

JOE More and more fellows are joining every day.
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MARION And by Christmas you might have half the trammies. We 
don’t have that much time.

JOE Marion, you might be waiting for the revolution, but this 
isn’t it. They always said your father made a mistake taking 
you all to Paraguay with Willy Lane in ninety three. You 
should have stayed here in the real world.

MARION Like your father did, and go grey at forty five trying to 
work the worst selection on the Darling Downs, and then 
die a pauper while his sons were forced to go shearing for 
some boss cockie who kept holding back their wages until 
the union was strong enough to stand up to him …

JOE All right, Marion, don’t go on. How many times have we 
had this argument?

MARION William Lane might not have been the realist you claim to 
be, but he was the best teacher I ever had. And if I learnt 
one thing in Paraguay it was how to make sense of what 
happens in the world.

JOE Let’s forget it …

BRIDGET [entering] Do you really think there’ll be a strike, Marion?

MARION Yes, I do.

BRIDGET sits, silent for a while.

JOE Penny for ‘em, Bridge.

BRIDGET I’m thinking about the lecture we’ll get from the pulpit 
next Sunday. The evils of Socialism.

JOE Monsignor Fallon doesn’t have to worry about where his 
next meal’s coming from, the lush!

BRIDGET Don’t talk like that about the priest, Joe.

JOE You should talk.
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BRIDGET Well, let’s eat while we can still afford it. Stay for tea, Marion?

MARION I’ve got a meeting.

BRIDGET Oh, that’s right.

MARION [leaving] I’ll drop in again soon. Goodbye, Joe.

JOE Bye, love.

SCENE 10 — A STREET
Evening. After work. We see people strolling or returning 
home, tired after the day’s labour. A policeman is on his 
beat. He finds a tramp, huddled in a corner with a bottle 
or port and moves him on. MARION is on her way from 
BRIDGET’s place to Trades Hall. A street musician softly 
sings verses of ‘Moreton Bay’. The sound of trams are 
heard going past.

SCENE 11 — A STREET
Early morning. Variations of the street life we have seen 
so far. A housewife at her door buys a loaf of bread from a 
carter. Horses and drays, and trams are heard going past. 
We see the tramwaymen going to the depot.
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SCENE 12 — LUNCH ROOM AT THE COUNTESS 
STREET TRAM DEPOT

Trams are heard coming and going, close by. JOE, BERT 
and BILL are in a state of excitement.

JOE Well, today’s the day, fellas.

BERT Wonder if we’ll have a job this time tomorrow.

BILL God, fellas, I’ve got the ducks and drakes.

JOE No time for that, mate.

BILL I’ve been caught out before. Left like a shag on a rock. 

JOE Calm down, Bill, you won’t be Robinson Crusoe. None of 
us will. We’re in it together, and we’re organised. 

BILL You’re right, Joe, but a man can’t help feelin’ nervous, can he?

BERT You wouldn’t get cold feet at five to eleven, would you?

JOE Give ‘im a break, Bert. We’re all nervous. I just did a round 
of the sheds. Everyone’s solid. Their legs are like jelly, but 
they’re solid.

Sounds of trams coming and going, bells.

 All right, I’m off. Now, remember, eleven o’clock. [they 
check their fob watches] Out of the pocket, and onto the 
watch chain. Let the Yankee sweat. [he goes]

BERT He can’t sack all of us.

BILL Yeah … he can’t sack all of us.
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SCENE 13 — MARY HALL’S HOTEL ROOM
HALL [writing at her table] I took great delight in visiting the 

Queen’s Park and Botanic Gardens, a blaze of colour 
and glorious with many flowering trees quite new and 
unfamiliar to me …

MAID [entering with tray] Good morning, Miss Hall. Ready 
for brekkie?

HALL Oh, splendid.

MAID And here’s your paper.

HALL Thank you.

MAID Shall I pour now, madam?

HALL Yes, yes … [looking through paper] Ah! Mr Badger’s in 
the news.

MAID Again …

HALL One hears so much about him in the dining room.

MAID I shouldn’t wonder.

HALL He has a reputation as a kindly and considerate master. I 
fail to see why the men are so antagonistic to him.

MAID It’s about badges.

HALL Badger’s what?

MAID No. Badges. Union badges.

HALL Oh. Yes … He’s quoted here. ‘The company prohibits 
the display of badges or any other token likely to lead to 
invidious distinctions being made by the men themselves 
or by passengers.’ Mmm. That sounds reasonable. 

MAID The men don’t think so. They reckon he’s a …
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HALL What is that?

MAID Marmalade. As you ordered.

HALL I would have said it was jam.

MAID What’s the diff?

HALL Oh, never mind. [sips tea, burns her lip]

MAID Will there be anything else, madam?

HALL No, I think that will be quite sufficient. Thank you.

MAID See you later. [she leaves]

HALL [registering her burnt lip, returning to her writing] … 
quite new and unfamiliar to me … Australia in general, 
and Queensland in particular, is looked upon as, and 
is called, the workingman’s paradise but alas even here 
the maggot is at the core and eating its way through the 
luscious fruit. The seeds of discontent are easy to sow but 
the grown weed is not so easily eradicated.
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SCENE 14 — QUEEN STREET OUTSIDE THE 
G.P.O.

Thursday 18 January 1912. Gongs strike eleven a.m. A 
tram is heard passing. Cheering. Citizens stand around, 
talking about the issue of the badges. The action shifts 
from group to group. MAJOR CAHILL talks to a 
POLICE INSPECTOR.

CAHILL Everything under control, Inspector?

INSPECTOR Yes, Commissioner, for the moment. 

CAHILL The crowd’s getting bigger. There could be several 
thousand here by lunchtime.

INSPECTOR We could use the mounted men, sir.

CHAILL What for, Inspector?

INSPECTOR Disperse the crowd, sir. With half a dozen mounted men 
I could guarantee to clear Queen Street from the Customs 
House to Victoria Bridge in fifteen minutes. 

CAHILL The situation isn’t that desperate yet, Inspector. Just as long 
as you keep the roadway clear here, outside the G.P.O. 
That’s all that’s necessary for the moment. Carry on.

INSPECTOR Yes, sir. [salutes]

MARION and BRIDGET have been looking for a spot to 
stand and watch the trams go past.

MARION Here’s a good spot, Bridge.

Sound of trams and cheering.

POLICEMAN Move back on to the footpath, please. Off the road. 
Back, back.

BRIDGET They did it! They did it!



34 Errol O’Neill

MARION Does Joe come down Queen Street?

BRIDGET No, he’s on the Dutton Park line today. He’d be just getting 
back to the depot.

CITIZEN Boo! Boo! Where’s your badge, brother?

POLICEMAN Stand back to the kerb, please.

BRIDGET All these people, turning up to watch.

MARION There’s a few hundred wharfies over there.

BRIDGET They’ve even got their banner.

PADDY DUFFNER comes on, carrying a swag and wearing 
a bushman’s hat. He gets involved in an argument with a 
group of bystanders.

 That’s Paddy Duffner. Paddy!

DUFFNER [he comes over, grabs BRIDGET by the waist and swings 
her round] Bridget! Bridget! Me own true sweetheart. You’re 
a sight for sore eyes.

BRIDGET Paddy, put me down!

DUFFNER Well, this is a bit of excitement for old Brisbane, eh?

BRIDGET What are you doing here?

DUFFNER I heard there was a bit of a stink on, so naturally I couldn’t 
be left out. Joe’s in it up to his neck, I suppose.

BRIDGET You know Joe.

DUFFNER Too right.

BRIDGET Oh, Paddy, this is Joe’s cousin, Marion Regan. Patrick Duffner.

DUFFNER [tipping hat] Good day.
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MARION Pleased to meet you, Mr Duffner.

DUFFNER Paddy, miss.

MARION [offering hand] Paddy.

DUFFNER Don’t be fooled by the ‘Duffner’. I’m as Irish as everybody 
else round here.

A tram goes by, more cheering.

BRIDGET Oh, there’s another one.

DUFFNER Good on you, lads.

BRIDGET Paddy, why didn’t you let us know you were coming?

DUFFNER I didn’t know I was coming myself till three days ago. Just 
had time to roll the swag and get on the train.

MARION What brings you to Brisbane, Paddy?

DUFFNER Not Brisbane, Miss Regan.

MARION Marion.

DUFFNER Marion. No, you won’t find Paddy Duffner settling down 
in a jail like Brisbane. I’m only passing through on my 
search for the golden fleece.

BRIDGET You said you gave up shearing for good.

DUFFNER That’s what I said, but Sydney isn’t the easiest place in the 
world to find a job. And this offer was too good to refuse. I 
start at Clermont next week. 

MARION So, you’re a shearer. 

DUFFNER Not a shearer, Marion. A gun.

Another tram. Cheering. A few boos.

POLICEMAN Stand back to the kerb, please. Right back, there.
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DUFFNER Excuse me, Sergeant. I just blew in from the old Steak and 
Kidney. What’s the commotion?

POLICEMAN No commotion, sir. People up here just like to watch the 
trams go past. Now stand back there, please. [to someone 
else] Oy! Back to the footpath!

DUFFNER Things have changed a bit since I was here last. Wouldn’t 
have the time on you, would you, cobber?

POLICEMAN [pointing up at the G.P.O. clock] There’s a clock up there 
for poor people.

DUFFNER Oh, yes. So there is. Thank you, Inspector.

POLICEMAN Hey! See that arm? Do you see any stripes? ‘Constable’ 
will do nicely, thanks. Now get back on the footpath. I got 
enough trouble.

DUFFNER rejoins the women while the POLICEMAN sees 
a man with a movie camera nearby.

 Hey! What are you doing?

CAMERAMAN Filming the event for posterity, Constable. I just need a 
couple more minutes on this spot. You’ve got to be very 
careful moving it.

POLICEMAN Mmm. So this is how they do it, eh?

CAMERAMAN Yes, you’ll be able to see this film on Saturday night at 
Cook’s Picture Palace.

POLICEMAN Doesn’t take long, eh?

CAMERAMAN No, not these days.

JOE comes in, proudly wearing his badge. Bystanders point 
and murmur.

DUFFNER Joe! How are you, mate?
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JOE Pat! Good to see you.

BRIDGET Joe! What happened? What happened?

JOE He stood us down.

MARION How many?

JOE We don’t know yet. Only a few cars have come back.

MARION Badger’s got his inspectors all over the city taking names 
and numbers.

JOE And scabs ready to take over.

A TRAMWAYS INSPECTOR approaches JOE.

INSPECTOR [slightly nervous on account of the surrounding crowd] 
What badge is that you’re wearing, sir?

JOE [with confidence, and for the benefit of the crowd] 
This is the badge of the Australian Tramway Employees 
Association. [then relaxing, considering himself to be in a 
morally superior position] Come off it, Clive. Who do you 
think you’re foolin’?

INSPECTOR Are you a member of that organisation?

JOE You would be too, if you had any guts.

INSPECTOR I must warn you that under the regulations of the Brisbane 
Tramway Company you are suspended from further duty 
unless you choose to remove the badge from your uniform.

JOE All right, I’ll take it off. Here, Clive, you take it back to 
Countess Street and tell Badger to shove it up his arse.

INSPECTOR Hmph. [makes a note and begins to move off]

JOE You’re too late anyway, Clive. I just had it out with the old 
fart himself. 
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INSPECTOR Look, Joe, I’m just following instructions. I didn’t choose 
to be in this position. 

JOE You made your choice the day you got off the cars and 
accepted the promotion.

INSPECTOR I’m sorry, Joe. I’ve got a job to do.

JOE You’ve picked your side, brother. Piss off. [INSPECTOR 
leaves. JOE turns to BRIDGET] Well, it’s on.

POLICEMAN Move back, please … [meets JOE’S stare and moves on to 
others] Move back, please, right back to the footpath.

DUFFNER Well, it’s time we left these two lovebirds alone.

BRIDGET You’ll stay with us while you’re here, Paddy?

DUFFNER I don’t want to impose.

BRIDGET Nonsense. We’ll expect you for tea at six.

DUFFNER Too polite to refuse.

JOE See you tonight, mate. [JOE and BRIDGET begin to leave]

DUFFNER I’ll be there with bells on! Well, Miss Regan … Marion … 
may I escort you somewhere?

MARION With pleasure, Mr Duffner … Paddy.

DUFFNER Allons, as they say in France.

MARION Are you always this jolly?

DUFFNER Only when I’m in Brisbane. Something about the climate. 

MARION How often are you in Brisbane?

DUFFNER Before every shearin’ season. [sings] Oh, the springtime, it 
brings on the shearin’ …
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MARION Come on. [she grabs his arm and begins to move off]

DUFFNER Where are you taking me?

MARION Turbot Street. Trades Hall. I’ve got work to do.

DUFFNER Lead on.

MARION I thought the shearing season didn’t start for six months.

DUFFNER Sshh! What the sheep don’t know won’t hurt ‘em.

SCENE 15 — JOE AND BRIDGET’S COTTAGE
The baby is asleep in a bassinet which JOE rocks gently 
with his foot while reading a copy of THE BRISBANE 
COURIER. His union badge is on the table.

JOE How can they get away with printing this rubbish?

BRIDGET What does it say?

JOE They just quote Badger all the time. Never put our point of 
view. Brisbane Courier. Bloody Tory rubbish!

BRIDGET You know what the Courier’s going to say before you open 
it. I don’t know why you bother reading it.

JOE grunts. Silence.

 Badger’s not going to negotiate, is he?

JOE No.

BRIDGET Then, it’s a general strike from Tuesday.

JOE Yes.
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BRIDGET What’s going to happen with bread and milk, and 
vegetables … ?

JOE Lap of the gods, Bridge. The carters’ll go out, so I suppose 
we’ll have to find what we can …

BRIDGET God, Joe, I don’t know if I can cope with it.

JOE We can’t back out now.

BRIDGET I know, love. I just wish … I had some of your strength.

JOE Strength? Bridge, I haven’t got much strength.

BRIDGET The men all look up to you.

JOE Huh. They like me ‘cause I crack jokes all the time. I make 
‘em laugh. We all laugh because the job’s so bloody boring. 
In a way, I don’t blame Clive for accepting the promotion. 
Dealing with the public … it gets you down. They whinge 
about fares, they whinge about the weather, they treat you 
like a servant. Sometimes I think I hate the passengers 
more than I hate Badger … [pause] You know what 
happened last Thursday? I almost didn’t do it.

BRIDGET Didn’t do what?

JOE Wear my badge.

BRIDGET What?

JOE At five to eleven when I was halfway back to the depot, I 
just went to water. The passengers were all looking at me, 
and they all seemed to belong to Badger …

BRIDGET But you did it, love, you did it.

JOE Yes, I know I did it. What worries me is I almost didn’t. 
Me, who’s been preachin’ union louder than any of ‘em. 
I felt weak and alone. I came that close [gesture with 
fingers] to scabbin’. A man’s a bloody rat.



Faces in the Street by Errol O’Neill

41A Playlab Theatre Publication 

BRIDGET For Christ’s sake, Joe, stop this bloody nonsense. Get a grip 
on yourself. We all get scared when we have to do something 
important. Every union man that put his badge on last 
Thursday is probably doing what you’re doing right now.

JOE What?

BRIDGET Crying on his wife’s shoulder. We’re just as weak and alone, 
each one of us locked up in her own kitchen all day, with 
screaming kids making demands on us. I’ve come that 
close [gesture] to strangling her at times … You haven’t it 
on your own. 

JOE [after a pause] I reckon I’ll chuck the trams in when this has 
all blown over. I took one look at Paddy the other day, and I 
just wished I could go out west again, just for one season.

BRIDGET What about your back?

JOE I know … it was wishful thinking. If it wasn’t for me back, 
I’d be off in a flash. 

BRIDGET And leave us here?

JOE No, of course not. We’d all go together.

BRIDGET Don’t talk rubbish, Joe. Shearing is a single man’s job. Even if 
you hadn’t had the accident, we would have come to Brisbane 
sooner or later. I want her to grow up here, get an education.

JOE What, and be like Marion, with her head in the clouds? 

BRIDGET I wish I’d had the chances that Marion’s had.

JOE What use is education to a woman?

BRIDGET Marion’s very clever, she gets a lot of respect up at Trades 
Hall. They’re always asking her advice. Some of the Labour 
members get her to write their letters for them.

JOE What good’s it gonna do her?
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BRIDGET Good almight, Joe. It’s the twentieth century, things are 
changing all the time. By the time she grows up there’ll be 
women in parliament. 

JOE God preserve us.

BRIDGET Joe, I sometimes wonder why we got married, we’ve got 
such different ideas.

JOE We got married because you fell in love with me at the 
Dalby races when I was pencilin’ for your father. He still 
owes me fifty quid in wages.

SCENE 16 — TRADES HALL MEETING ROOM AND 
BADGER’S OFFICE

The scene starts in Trades Hall. We hear the sounds of a 
large crowd. MARION takes minutes at a table.

CHAIR Ladies and gentlemen. Order. Order please. If we could 
move on to the next item of business. I’d like to call on Mr 
Harry Coyne, Labour member for Warrego and president of 
the Combined Unions Defence Committee, to bring us up 
to date on the tramways dispute.

Applause, cheering.

COYNE Thank you, comrade. On my way here tonight, I overheard 
some people in Market Square talking about ‘the tram strike’. 
I didn’t have time to stop and disabuse them of their mistaken 
notion. What we are dealing with is not a strike but a lockout. 
And let me warn you, comrades, in the days ahead we are 
going to be misunderstood by many people, misrepresented 
by the Courier, the Daily Mail, the Telegraph. We don’t have a 
daily press, so it will fall to each and every one of us to speak 
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out boldly and clearly in defence of the labour movement. 
The tyrannical lockout of the Brisbane Tramway union men, 
for asserting their manhood, and their right as free citizens to 
wear the badge of their union … as other unionists do … has 
now conclusively proved that the Brotherhood of Labour is no 
meaningless term in Queensland!

Cheering.

 The unorganised workers, and the people generally, are with 
us in the present struggle, for they recognise that the success 
of the unions will protect their children from that degradation 
which has, unfortunately, disgraced older countries.

CROWD Hear, hear.

Cheering, applause.

COYNE The Combined Committee met this morning to draft a 
letter in the matter of the Brisbane branch of the Federated 
Tramway Employees Association of Australia. With the 
approval of this meeting it will be inserted in all Brisbane 
dailies, and of course sent to the manager of what is currently 
being referred to as the Brisbane Leper Colony … the 
heaviest concentration of spineless scabs in Queensland.

Cheers of approval, applause.

 [reads] To whom it may concern. The Combined Unions 
Committee of Brisbane and district at a meeting on the 
twenty-eighth of January, 1912, resolved: “That this meeting 
of delegates, representing 43 unions, recognising that the 
action of the Brisbane Tramway Company in prohibiting 
its employees from wearing a badge, the symbol of their 
unionism, constitutes an attack on the principles of 
unionism and on the spirit of the statute law, federal and 
state, agrees that a general cessation of work take place 
on Tuesday the thirtieth of January at 6 p.m. unless in the 
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meantime a satisfactory settlement be arrived at.” And 
further, “that this resolution be forwarded at once to the 
Brisbane Tramway Company”. Mr Chairman, I move that 
this meeting endorse the Combined Committee’s resolution.

CHAIR We will now take a vote on Harry Coyne’s motion. All 
those in …

MARION Mr Chairman, the motion hasn’t been seconded.

CHAIR The what? Oh …

VOICE I second the motion.

CHAIR Thanks Ned.

MARION [writing] Moved H. Coyne, seconded E. Hanlon.

CHAIR Anyone to speak against? [there is no one] We will now vote 
on the motion. All those in favour?

The members of the crowd raise their hands and shout in 
approval. The light comes up in BADGER’S office.

BADGER [on telephone] This is not negotiation, Mr Premier. It is an 
ultimatum! I intend to maintain the tram service with or 
without the Government’s help, sir. [pause] No, I will not reply 
to this letter. I shall treat it with the contempt it deserves!
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SCENE 17 — A STREET AND MARY HALL’S HOTEL 
ROOM

A procession enters. The general strike is on. Marchers 
have red flags, Eureka flags, and all wear red ribbons on 
their arms or attached to their lapels. Some carry banners. 
There is chanting.

CROWD One out, all out … Reinstate the trammies … Badger 
must go …

The procession freezes as lights come up on MARY HALL’S 
hotel room.

HALL The opening scenes were peaceful enough. A procession 
was organised, and paraded the streets in the morning. 
Some of the business houses were open, but there was 
not much work done. As the day wore on, some of the 
thousands of idle men and boys were bound to get 
into mischief and by evening events had taken a more 
disquieting turn. Those who remained at their posts 
were jeered at and called ‘scabs’. Everywhere a good deal 
of horse-play was indulged in. On the second day, the 
procession waxed more aggressive, all the shops were 
closed, in fact trade and business of any kind was at a 
standstill. The crowds who filled the streets wore the red 
ribbon of the Socialist Party … and the hooligan element 
was not absent.

The procession comes back to life, as before.

CROWD One out, all out … Reinstate the trammies … Badger 
must go …



46 Errol O’Neill

SCENE 18 — TRADES HALL
Thursday 1 February 1912. The strike is two days old. 
MARION and DUFFNER, wearing red ribbons on their 
sleeves, sit at a table reading galley-proofs for the second 
OFFICIAL STRIKE BULLETIN against the original 
handwritten and typed articles on scraps of paper. There is 
an air of suppressed excitement. A sign above them reads 
‘SOCIALISM IN OUR TIME – WILLIAM LANE’.

DUFFNER [reading mss.] ‘This morning’s procession exceeded 
in dimensions that of the preceding day, comma, and 
gave ocular demonstration that Unionism, capital U, 
has determined to put up a strenuous fight to win this 
strike, full stop. The general public’s sympathy is most 
emphatically on the side of the worker, full stop.’

MARION [reading galleys] Right. Next one. Thomas Brown.

DUFFNER Er … Ah! Here it is. [reads] ‘At Thomas Brown and Co’s 
shirt factory yesterday all the windows were barricades, 
comma, and the girls who toiled there must have endured 
a vile and stifling atmosphere, stop. Instructions were 
issued that girls wearing the red ribbon would be instantly 
dismissed, stop. One Australian girl showed courage 
and donned the emblem, stop. Result, dash, services 
immediately dispensed with …’

MARION Wait. ‘Dispersed with’. [she corrects galley in the margin]

DUFFNER Nice tyranny this.

MARION Certainly is.

DUFFNER No, that’s the last line.

MARION [looking at proofs] Oh, yes, so it is. Next one.
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DUFFNER [reads] ‘The mass meeting in Market Square yesterday in 
connection with the General Strike, comma, emphasised 
the fact that that portion of the city is the most suitable site 
for a new Town Hall edifice, full stop.

MARION I wouldn’t have thought so. It used to be a swamp.

DUFFNER All the more appropriate.

MARION That’ll do for the moment. [to someone off] Bernard, is 
there any tea left in the pot?

VOICE [off] Yes, Marion, just made some fresh.

DUFFNER How are we for time?

MARION All right. This should be the last column. Bill wants to start 
the press at half past four.

HARRY COYNE bursts in with a press clipping.

COYNE Oh, Marion, have you got room for this?

MARION What is it?

COYNE From the Melbourne Age.

MARION Can’t it wait till tomorrow, Harry? We’re just about to do 
the layout.

DUFFNER I’ll get the tea. [leaving] Want a cup, Harry?

COYNE No, mate, I’m busy upstairs. Marion, this is good. This is real 
journalism. Listen. [reads] ‘Seldom or never has a greater 
crisis been balanced on a more puerile triviality than the 
general strike now proceeding in Brisbane … [he reads 
selectively from the article] … All badges are in essence 
certificates of servitude, and there is nothing to be gained 
which any self-respecting person can covet by advertising 
himself the servant of a sectional order. However, it is purely 
a question of taste … and de gustibus non est disputandum …’
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DUFFNER [who has come in and placed two cups of tea on the table] 
What’s that mean?

COYNE Er … it’s just Latin for …

MARION You can’t argue about taste.

COYNE Yeah, right. [reading again] ‘If Mr Badger had possessed 
a grain of common sense he would have met the “label 
agitators” with a smile and invited them to label themselves 
both back and front. But Mr Badger is not that sort of a 
man. He assumed that they were determined to twist a 
lawful right to a wrongful purpose …’

MARION You’re right, Harry, it should go in today’s Bulletin.

COYNE It’s not finished yet.

MARION How much more is there?

COYNE Not much. [reads] ‘By locking out the men for wearing their 
union medals, Mr Badger has effectively dragged the dispute 
out of the industrial sphere and made it an issue of purely 
human rights.’

MARION Yes, that’s good stuff.

DUFFNER Why hasn’t the Courier got journalists like that?

MARION It probably has, if the editors would let them write what 
they think.

COYNE Well, can you put it in?

MARION Yes, Harry. I’m sure we can leave something out till tomorrow.

COYNE Good. That’s good.

MARION Harry, I meant to ask you about the Mt Crosby engineers. 
You gave them a permit to continue work?
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COYNE The committee decided it was one of the exemptions, just like 
the hospital. If Mt Crosby goes out, the water supply’s gone 
and we’d all die of thirst. [he laughs. No one else does. He 
reaches for DUFFNER’S tea and drinks it]

MARION Where’s it going to end?

COYNE What do you mean?

MARION If you keep granting permits, then we might as well not have 
called a general strike.

COYNE Some things have to carry on as normal. We can’t cut our own 
throats. We may be in this for weeks.

MARION Yes, we will be in it for weeks, because we’re letting people carry 
on as normal. We should shut everything down. I mean really 
shut it down, and then use that as a negotiating position.

COYNE That might be all right in theory, but we’re dealing with a big 
city here. Public opinion is important to us. If every worker 
was a unionist, then we could do that … we could even 
threaten to close the hospital. If everyone was solid, we’d only 
have to threaten, to win the strike.

DUFFNER If every worker was a unionist, there’d be no need for a bloody 
strike at all!

MARION A short, sharp, decisive victory’s what we want.

COYNE Tell that to the strike committee. Tell it to the AWU.

MARION You’re the president of the strike committee, Harry. If you 
haven’t sorted your ideas out, the committee’s not going to.

COYNE Don’t talk about ideas. Ideas don’t mean anything to Mr and 
Mrs Public.

DUFFNER You didn’t worry about Mr and Mrs Public out west in ninety 
one, when the squatters were bringin’ in scabs from the south.
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COYNE Paddy, you’re talking about twenty years ago. Things were 
different, then. We’ve got men in Parliament now.

MARION So what’s different? Maybe that’s worse. There was spirit then, 
the labour movement had guts, they had something to fight 
for.

COYNE Wait a minute. You were both kids then. How would you 
know? Look at Willy Lane. He had plenty of ‘spirit’. But 
that’s all he had. After we got defeated by the troopers and 
the Government, instead of staying put and fighting the 
system, he leaves the country.

MARION He was trying to prove that there could be a better system.

COYNE In South America? He should have done it here. He cut 
himself loose from the struggle. When he got jack of 
Paraguay, he went and worked on a Tory rag in Kiwi-land. 
Ended up a defender of the Monarchy.

MARION That’s unfair, Harry. What happens to the individual 
doesn’t deny the good they render society.

COYNE Sorry, Marion. I know Willy meant a lot to you, and your 
Dad. He meant a lot to all of us, and we wouldn’t have got 
through that struggle without him, but now that …

MARION Now that you’ve got a seat in Parliament …

COYNE Marion, that’s unfair of you.

DUFFNER Well, what good’s it doin’ us? We’ve got Labour members 
now in Queensland, we’ve had a Labour federal 
government for two years. I don’t notice things gettin’ any 
better for the workin’ man.

MARION Or woman.

Both men look at MARION for a moment.
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COYNE That’s just it. Twenty years ago we weren’t even a political 
movement. We had to build the political party on a sound 
union base. It can’t be done overnight.

MARION And while we’re ‘building the party’, we’re drifting further 
and further away from our industrial base, and losing our 
belief in socialism.

COYNE Nonsense.

MARION When’s the last time you made a speech in Parliament 
about the public ownership of the means of production?

COYNE You know how that sort of talk gets reported in the press.

DUFFNER So what? We have to fight the press as well. [indicating the 
table] Why are we doing this Strike Bulletin?

COYNE You can’t think too far ahead of the people.

MARION Sometimes I think all our efforts are just helping us keep up.

COYNE What do you mean?

DUFFNER The people are always ready to follow good leadership. It’s 
true of the shearin’ shed, it’s true of the population generally. 

COYNE I wish I shared your optimism, Paddy.

DUFFNER What about the Federal Government? Can we get them 
to intervene?

COYNE We’ve just sent a telegram asking for military protection.

MARION and DUFFNER are surprised.

DUFFNER What?

MARION You think they’ll say yes?

COYNE Don’t know, but there’s a chance.
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DUFFNER Why do we need it?

COYNE Denham’s just put a ban on street marches.

MARION He can’t. That’s a basic democratic right.

COYNE Since when did the Premier of Queensland care about 
democratic rights?

DUFFNER He must be gettin’ scared, eh?

COYNE That’s hardly the word for it. He sent the Prime Minister a 
request for military assistance, too.

MARION That’s going to put Fisher on the spot.

DUFFNER Has he replied to Denham yet?

COYNE My spies tell me he hasn’t. But he did send a donation to 
the Strike Fund.

DUFFNER Good lad!

MARION What about tomorrow’s march?

COYNE It’ll go ahead as planned.

DUFFNER So we’ll either be marchin’ with the troopers, or starin’ 
down the barrels of their carbines.

COYNE We’ve had a magnificent roll-up for the marches yesterday 
and today. Tens of thousands of men and women, well-
disciplined, orderly. No matter what lies the Courier prints, 
the people in the streets will see us for what we really are.

MARION But what about the people who don’t see us, the people 
who get all their information from the Courier?

COYNE Well, if Paddy’s right, they’re ready to follow good leadership. 
The daily march is the only way to lead, at the moment.

MARION And if they don’t follow?
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COYNE We pray for them, comrades … Anyway, I’ve got a meeting 
down in George Street. Make sure there’s a notice in 
tonight’s Bulletin that tomorrow’s procession is definitely 
on, starting from Trades Hall at half past ten.

MARION All right, Harry.

COYNE leaves. MARION and DUFFNER resume work.

SCENE 19 — A STREET
COYNE walks past a street musician who is singing ‘Bump 
Me Into Parliament’.

SCENE 20 — TRADES HALL
DUFFNER [reads] ‘All comrades from the dredges have stepped into the 

fighting line. Asterisk. The Tanners and Curriers men came 
out with their mates today. Asterisk. The Waterside Workers 
have decided to picket all wharves. Asterisk. The Miners 
and Railwaymen are expected to come out in great numbers 
tomorrow. Asterisk. The Shop Assistants are swinging into 
line. Hundreds marched from the Valley to headquarters this 
morning and signed the roll of heroes.’ That’s it.

MARION Good. Everything’s ready to go.

DUFFNER What about this? [picks up THE AGE clipping COYNE left]

MARION Oh yes. Give me that. I’ll take it to the compositor’s desk 
right away.
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MARION busies herself gathering up the galleys and 
sorting the papers on the table, as DUFFNER watches 
her with admiration. He looks up at the sign above them: 
‘SOCIALISM IN OUR TIME — WILLIAM LANE’.

DUFFNER Marion.

MARION Yes, Paddy.

DUFFNER Tell me about Will Lane.

MARION Have you got five hours to spare?

DUFFNER I’ve got a lifetime.

SCENE 21 — A STREET
Friday 2 February 1912. Early morning. Scenes of Brisbane 
under general strike conditions. People are noticeably idle. A 
housewife who has managed to get a loaf of bread breaks it 
in two and gives half to another woman. She won’t accept the 
money the woman offers. Red armbands are in evidence.

SCENE 22 — DENHAM’S OFFICE
Friday 2 February 1912. Early morning. Denham sits 
working at his desk, preoccupied and slightly nervous. His 
PRIVATE SECRETARY enters.

SECRETARY Excuse me, Mr Premier.

DENHAM Yes?

SECRETARY The Police Commissioner to see you, sir.
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DENHAM [checking his fob watch] Where the devil has he been? He’s 
half an hour late.

SECRETARY Shall I show him in, sir?

DENHAM Yes, John, yes. And sharp about it.

The PRIVATE SECRETARY goes out. DENHAM works on. 
CAHILL comes in.

CAHILL Good morning, sir.

DENHAM You’re half an hour late.

CAHILL I’m sorry, sir, but I’ve been doing my utmost. It was 
necessary to brief Inspector O’Sullivan. There’s a great deal 
of confusion in the lower ranks.

DENHAM Very well. Never mind that. There’s a lot to be done. Sit down.

CAHILL sits and takes out his notebook. He checks 
his pockets but can’t find a pencil. DENHAM, slightly 
exasperated, throws him one.

CAHILL Thank you, sir.

DENHAM The Prime Minister has refused our request for military 
assistance.

CAHILL Refused?

DENHAM Yes, Major. [picks up telegram and quotes] ‘… using the 
military to quell civil disorder is contrary to Federal Labour 
Party policy.’

CAHILL So … it’s us and them.

DENHAM What about appointing more special constables?

CAHILL We can certainly begin the procedures immediately, but it 
will take some time.
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DENHAM If the strikers march today, in defiance of our ban, we shall have 
every justification in swearing in up to two or three thousand 
specials. I’m sure the press and public opinion will be on our 
side. However, that doesn’t solve our present problem. [he pulls 
out a map of inner-city Brisbane] The Labour members sent 
another deputation this morning to ask me to recall Parliament.

CAHILL That would be a way of defusing the situation.

DENHAM What, bow to them? Major, I am the Premier of Queensland. 
The Premier of Queensland does not do the bidding of a rag-
tag mob of shearers without two shillings to rub together.

CAHILL Yes, of course, sir.

DENHAM I am resolved to see this thing through. They can jump 
up and down and preach till they’re red in the face. I will 
maintain law and order in this city!

CAHILL  Yes, sir.

DENHAM The meeting today could be quite large. How many men do 
you have available?

CAHILL Fifty mounted. Three hundred foot. A few hundred specials.

DENHAM [looking at map] There will presumably be the usual 
speeches at the Trades Hall and then, I expect, a rally in 
Market Square. You will not interrupt the meeting, nor the 
rally, but the moment they assemble as a body and begin to 
move out of Market Square, stop them. 

CAHILL Yes, sir.

DENHAM I don’t care how you do it. Just stop them.

CAHILL The best course of action would be to amass our forces [he 
considers the map] in Albert Street, Adelaide Street and 
George Street.

DENHAM Your mounted men have batons?
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CAHILL Yes, sir.

DENHAM And the foot police?

CAHILL Rifles only.

DENHAM Let them fix bayonets.

CAHILL You consider that necessary, Mr Premier?

DENHAM Fix bayonets, Major.

CAHILL Very well, sir. [he makes a note]

DENHAM A rifle has to be discharged to be effective. If we shot even 
one of the bastards it would make us look bad … they’d get 
everybody’s sympathy, even the press. But naked steel has a 
power of its own. Quiet, yet persuasive.

CAHILL You don’t consider it … unnecessarily provocative?

DENHAM No, Major. It’s an insurance policy. No more, no less.

CAHILL Yes, sir. [he makes another note]

DENHAM Thank you, Major. That’ll be all.

CAHILL [getting up to leave] Thank you, sir.

DENHAM Oh, Major?

CAHILL Yes, Mr Premier?

DENHAM I’ve done what I can. The street march ban is in place. 
The law must prevail. So … if you have to use force 
to stop that procession … you will have to take the 
responsibility yourself.

CAHILL [thinks for a moment, then] I am not afraid to take all the 
responsibility my position entails.

DENHAM smiles. CAHILL returns the smile with a quiver 
of uncertainty, then leaves.
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SCENE 23 — STREETS OF BRISBANE — VARIOUS 
LOCATIONS

Friday 2 February 1912. MARY HALL stops to talk to a 
POLICEMAN who is on duty, looking across Market Square.

HALL Excuse me, officer.

POLICEMAN Can I help you, madam?

HALL What time is this jolly procession supposed to begin?

POLICEMAN Very shortly, madam. But it shan’t be taking place, you can 
rest assured of that.

HALL I’m ever so glad. One doesn’t feel too safe with these ugly 
groups of people about on the streets.

POLICEMAN If there is trouble, we’ll stop it here in Market Square. But I 
would advise you to hurry along. 

HALL Oh, I will, sir. I’m staying at the hotel over there. This is my 
first trip to Brisbane. It’s a delightful place. I only wish all 
this trouble wasn’t on. I don’t envy you, you know.

POLICEMAN I hope you enjoy your visit, madam. From the mother 
country, are you?

HALL Yes, dear old England. It won’t be long before I’m back 
there again. I’m writing a book about my travels. I shall 
certainly mention the brave policemen of Brisbane. 

POLICEMAN We’re just doing our duty. [his eye is on the crowd across 
the Square]

HALL And a very necessary duty is it too.

We hear the crowd some distance away. The POLICEMAN 
holds his baton in one hand and gently taps the palm of his 
other hand with it.

 Oh, well, perhaps I’d better hurry along. Good day, officer.
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The POLICEMAN doesn’t reply. HALL sees the crowd and 
walks briskly off. JOE, MARION, BRIDGET, DUFFNER, 
COYNE and other strikers, wearing red ribbons on their 
arms, gather on the other side of the Square. We hear the 
sounds of a larger crowd.

MARION Is this true, Harry?

COYNE What?

MARION The Strike Committee deciding to call off the procession.

COYNE It was a majority decision, in the interests of safety.

DUFFNER But you were determined yesterday to go ahead with it.

COYNE Look! Look across the Square! They’ve got their bayonets 
out! The Committee won’t take the responsibility of letting 
innocent people get murdered.

DUFFNER It’s all bluff. God almighty, what have we been fightin’ for, 
all these years? We outnumber those hooligans.

COYNE Dave Bowman just addressed the crowd at Trades Hall. 
They’ve broken up and they’re going home. There won’t be 
any procession.

MARION It doesn’t look like they’re going home to me.

COYNE [raising voice to address crowd] Comrades! Comrades! 
We don’t want any bloodshed here today. A few minutes 
ago, you heard some very wise words from Dave Bowman, 
leader of the Opposition. As he said, this strike won’t 
be won by getting ourselves run through with police 
bayonets. We have to show Denham that we have the 
moral strength to resist his provocation. And make no 
mistake, he’s trying to provoke us here today.

The sound of the crowd swells.
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MARION They’re not listening to you, Harry!

COYNE Comrades! Comrades!

STRIKER 1 We’ve got a right to the streets! Denham’s bully boys can’t 
scare us!

STRIKER 2 We’re more than a match for them!

STRIKER 3 Go back to Coward’s Castle and hide, Harry!

STRIKER 4 Bloody Strike Committee’s got no guts.

COYNE Comrades! Comrades!

STRIKER 1 What have we got to lose?

The sudden appearance of a squad of police and specials, 
armed with rifles, bayonets and batons, brings the crowd 
to stunned silence. All freeze. As lights crossfade to 
MARY HALL’s lecture, we hear police shouting orders, 
horses neighing, screams. The police riot continues under 
HALL’s speech.

HALL The youthful Australian is rather an irresponsible person, 
and I verily believe that for the first two days a large 
proportion of the crowd looked upon the whole business as 
a holiday spree. An atmosphere of suppressed excitement 
pervaded the morning of Friday, the second of February. 
The Trades Hall was surrounded by an enormous concourse 
of humanity, all flaunting the red ribbon. The unionists 
who had mustered in such numbers displayed the manifest 
intention of organising a procession, but the police were 
determined to prevent anything of the kind and to use the 
strongest means at their command if necessary.

[Staging note: Mary Hall’s account of the incident is so 
blindly pro-authority and so obviously anti-union that 
it might provide a good dramatic contrast to show her 
speaking, well removed from (or, ironically, close to but not 
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seeing) the heat of the action, while we see savage images of 
what is generally accepted by historians as one of the worst 
(and well-documented) police riots in Queensland’s history.]

Sounds of the riot swell as we cross back to the streets. JOE, 
blood pouring down his face from a cut on his temple, runs 
into an alley, followed by MARION.

MARION Joe, are you all right?

JOE Yes, yes, I’m all right. 

MARION [looking at his wound] Oh, God!

JOE It’s nothin’. Just a scratch.

MARION [taking off her scarf] Here, I’ll wrap this round your head, 
it’ll stop the bleeding. 

DUFFNER [rushing in] You all right, mate?

JOE Still quick on your feet, Paddy.

DUFFNER Quick enough for those dingoes.

MARION Did they see you come in here?

DUFFNER I left ‘em two blocks away. [sees JOE’S wound] Sweet Jesus!

JOE Where’s Bridget?

DUFFNER I thought she was with you!

JOE I lost sight of her when I copped this.

DUFFNER [rushing off] By Christ, if they lay a finger on her, I’ll flay 
the bastards!

Riot sounds swell as we cross back to MARY HALL.

HALL The appearance of a squad of special constables, fine 
athletic-looking men, selected from the Volunteer 
Forces and officers of the Public Service, caused a hostile 
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demonstration. Some ugly rushes were made, and men 
and women surged across the roadway, shouting invectives 
against the ‘specials’ and throwing stones at them. Women 
stabbed the horses and officers’ legs with their hatpins, and 
the locality because a regular pandemonium. Portions of the 
crowd were sullen and difficult to treat with, and now and 
then a very serious affray was only narrowly averted by the 
determined attitude and well-organised arm of the law. It was 
imperative that the police should break up the crowds and 
keep the public moving, but happily the rifles and bayonets 
were efficacious only as a show of force, although batons were 
pretty freely used.

Riot sounds swell as we cross back to the streets. BRIDGET 
and some strikers are being pursued through an alley by a 
POLICEMAN with a broken baton. She stumbles, and the 
POLICEMAN catches up with her. They are alone.

POLICEMAN Take that ribbon off, or I’ll take it off for you.

He advances menacingly towards her, puts the end of his baton 
under the ribbon on her sleeve, and twists it round to snap the 
ribbon. BRIDGET, scared but standing her ground, swiftly 
brings her foot up and kicks him in the groin. He doubles up. 
She escapes. Riot sounds swell as we cross back to MARY HALL.

HALL In an hour from the time the command was given to clear the 
streets, comparative order was established. Only an hour! But 
an hour pregnant with tragic possibilities. A little less restraint 
on the part of a constable, a heavier blow from either side than 
was intended, a stray shot such as happened the previous day … 
who can say what the outcome might have been?

BRIDGET, sobbing, meets MARION in the street.

MARION Bridge, are you all right?
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BRIDGET Yes, love. I just ran into the laneway there to get away from 
those animals and one of them followed me in.

MARION What did he do?

BRIDGET He ripped my ribbon off. God knows what he would have 
done next.

MARION What happened?

BRIDGET I kicked him. I kicked him … in the balls. [she laughs 
through her tears]

DUFFNER [entering] Here you are. What happened?

MARION She had a little argument with the law.

DUFFNER You’re still in one piece, anyway.

BRIDGET Yes, Paddy. Where’s Joe?

DUFFNER He just rode off on the Commissioner’s horse.

MARION Come on, let’s get out of here.

BRIDGET Where to?

MARION Trades Hall, I suppose. We have to figure out what to do next.

DUFFNER Better make it snappy, before the boyos come back for more.

DUFFNER realises BRIDGET will soon receive a shock 
when she sees JOE’S head wound, so he begins to sing as 
they move off, to make the best of the situation.

 Allons enfants de la patrie, 
Le jour de gloire est arrivé … 

Other people appear, nursing wounds and limping. Soon 
there is a large crowd in transit. They stop. A solo male voice 
commences the following song which is taken up by the crowd.
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 Lift me in your arms my comrades 
Let me see the glorious sun 
I am weary faint and dying 
Is the battle lost or won?

 I remember you my brother 
‘Ere the battle lines were drawn 
Now it’s worker fighting worker 
‘Tis the dark before the dawn

 Do you ever yearn for freedom 
Lying just within our grasp? 
Raise your fist against the tyrant 
Victory will be ours at last.

End of Part One
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PART TWO
SCENE 24 — THE DOMAIN

On a humid Sunday morning, beside a large Union Jack, 
SPECIAL CONSTABLES (bushmen) attend an open-air 
church service which is being conducted by an ANGLICAN 
CLERIC in surplice and stole. MARY HALL, MAJOR 
CAHILL and various citizens are present. The scene opens 
with the concluding verse of ‘O God, Our Help In Ages Past’.

VOICES Time, like an ever-rolling stream, 
Bears all its sons away; 
They fly forgotten, as a dream 
Dies at the opening day.

 O God, our help in ages past, 
Our hope for years to come, 
Be Thou our guard while troubles last, 
And our eternal home.

 Amen.

CLERIC [reading from a prayer book] O God, who art the author 
and lover of concord, in knowledge of whom standeth our 
eternal life, whose service is perfect freedom, defend us 
Thy humble servants in all assaults of our enemies, that we, 
surely trusting in Thy defence, may not fear the power of 
any adversaries, through the might of Jesus Christ our Lord.

ALL Amen.

CLERIC [his own words] Almighty God, look with favour, we 
beseech thee, on the noble sacrifice of these brave men 
and true, who have let their farms and families, to assist 
in maintaining the laws of our nation … They have 
answered their country’s call in its hour of need. Truly do 
they exemplify the theme of today’s homily … fear God, 
honour the King.
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SPECIAL 1 [bored and almost asleep] Amen!

SPECIAL 2 Shh!

SPECIAL 1 is embarrassed to have made a faux pas.

CLERIC [reading again] The grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ, and 
the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Ghost, be 
with us all evermore.

ALL Amen.

The service is over. People chat casually. MARY HALL 
approaches SPECIAL 1.

HALL Excuse me.

SPECIAL 1 Yes, madam.

HALL Allow me to congratulate you on your exemplary action.

SPECIAL 1 I’m sorry … ?

HALL You’re to be admired, all of you.

SPECIAL 1 Thank you …

HALL What makes a man like yourself volunteer for a task like this?

SPECIAL 1 I got ten ton of wheat sittin’ on the railway platform at 
Gatton. The sooner we get these loafers back to work, the 
sooner it gets to the markets.

SPECIAL 2 Gatton company! Work detail!

SPECIAL 1 I gotta go, madam.

HALL Yes, of course. Good luck. [she sees CAHILL approaching] 
Oh, excuse me, Commissioner.

CAHILL Yes?



Faces in the Street by Errol O’Neill

67A Playlab Theatre Publication 

HALL Mary Hall. I’m visiting from London. It was a lovely 
service. Your men are turned out splendidly.

CAHILL Mmm? Oh, yes. Thank you.

The SPECIALS are marched off with military briskness. 
CAHILL takes the salute.

HALL It’s such a pleasure to see these young men … so full of grit 
and determination.

CAHILL Yes … some of them had hoped for more active service but 
it’s really just their presence we need, to keep the peace.

HALL I’m writing a book about my travels …

CAHILL Book, eh?

HALL Being in Brisbane at this time is really quite exciting.

CAHILL Yes … I suppose it is. Would you excuse me, madam? I 
have some urgent matters to attend to.

HALL Of course. Good morning, Commissioner. [she goes to her 
hotel room]

CAHILL [to SPECIAL 2] Who was that?

SPECIAL 2 I dunno. She’s been hangin’ round the camp a lot, askin’ 
questions and writin’ things down in a notebook.

CAHILL Mmm …

SPECIAL I reckon she’s a few bob short.

CAHILL  [looking skywards] It’s the sun …
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SCENE 25 — MARY HALL’S HOTEL ROOM
MAID Dinner’ll be late today, Miss Hall.

HALL You mean luncheon?

MAID Yeah. Lunch. If it’s on at all …

HALL Oh, bother. I’d worked up such an appetite.

MAID Been for a walk, have you?

HALL Yes … Well, what does one do after lunch on a Sunday 
afternoon?

MAID I dunno what ‘one’ does. I sleep as soon as the tables are 
cleared. I’ve generally had a gutfull by then. Besides, if 
you’ve been for a walk already, you’ve probably seen all 
there is to see. 

HALL Quite.

MAID [leaving] I’ll yell out when the cook rings the buzzer.

HALL  Thank you. [she resumes her writing] The residents of the 
city were living more or less on a smouldering volcano 
which might erupt at any moment. Trade at the port was 
paralysed. Perishable goods were rotting for want of labour 
to clear them and the whole industry of the town was at 
a standstill. The strikers were said to be contemplating 
cutting off the electric light, plunging the city into total 
darkness … not a pleasant condition to picture with one 
section of the community on the verge of revolution! Food 
supplies were running short and, in this respect, it was the 
very class responsible for making the trouble that felt the 
pinch most keenly. 
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SCENE 26 — JOE AND BRIDGET’S COTTAGE
BRIDGET is on the verandah peeling carrots and potatoes. 
JOE has a bandage round his head and is reading the 
BRISBANE TELEGRAPH.

JOE The bastards!

BRIDGET Joe, put it away. You’ll strain your eyes.

JOE [quoting from the newspaper] ‘Down the street, down the 
street, come the specials marching in, brown and beardless, 
tall and straight … Strife to quell and peace to win, come the 
specials marching in …’ [he feels his head] Ooh …

BRIDGET Is it getting worse?

JOE No, it’s all right.

BRIDGET I told you, you should see a doctor.

JOE I saw a doctor. All he said was ‘Oh, that’s a nasty bump on 
your head.’

BRIDGET It’s been a week, and you’re still getting headaches. Don’t you 
think you should …

JOE [shouting] Bridge, it’ll be all right! … Anyway, I can’t afford 
to go to the doctor again. [pause] Did you see Marion today?

BRIDGET No. She left a note. She and Paddy are coming round on their 
way to the meeting.

JOE Good. Might go with ‘em.

BRIDGET You blacked out at that meeting a few days ago. You’ve got to 
take it easy.

Silence.

JOE She’s a bit sweet on Paddy, I reckon.
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BRIDGET Maybe.

JOE Do her good.

BRIDGET It’s none of our business. She’s old enough to take care of herself.

Silence.

JOE What’s for tea?

BRIDGET Yesterday’s stew with a few more carrots thrown in.

Silence.

JOE Christ! What’s going to happen? I’m sick and tired of this! A 
man can’t even do anything!

BRIDGET Why don’t you go in and lie down for a while? I’ll call you 
when tea’s ready.

JOE Nah. [he picks up the paper again]

Silence.

 It’s a bloody joke, isn’t it?

BRIDGET What?

JOE The strike’s only hurtin’ the people who are on side. 
Everything else is business as usual. It’s supposed to be the 
other way around. [pause. BRIDGET continues peeling 
vegetables] The Tory papers are still goin’ cause they’re 
non-union shops, and the Daily Mail’s reduced to a scrap 
of paper ‘cause they won’t hire scabs. It’s the same in the 
small businesses. Where a boss was decent enough to hire 
unionists, he’s had to close down while the others are rakin’ in 
money hand over fist. It’s bloody stupid. It’s Coyne and those 
bastards. They’re as weak as water.

BRIDGET Don’t talk as if it was over. Harry Coyne said yesterday they had 
enough to last for months. ‘Winning all along the line’, he said.
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JOE [taking coupons from his pocket] Strike coupons. 
Threepence ha’penny. Negotiable for foodstuffs only. 
Bloody charity!

BRIDGET We’re managing. The baby’s got enough to eat.

JOE But coupons isn’t like money. A bloody chit for a loaf of 
bread? You need to have real money in your claw. You got 
freedom, then. To spend it how you like. [feels his head 
again] Ooh … I think I’ll go and lie down for a while.

JOE leaves. BRIDGET continues peeling, concerned about 
JOE’s lack of spirit. MARION and DUFFNER enter. 
DUFFNER has a bag.

DUFFNER How’s me little sweetheart this evenin’?

BRIDGET Ah, Paddy, we were just talking about you. You’re a breath of 
fresh air.

MARION Hello, Bridge.

DUFFNER We? Talking to yourself again?

BRIDGET Joe’s just gone to have a lie down.

MARION How is he?

BRIDGET Not good.

DUFFNER I suppose he feels like a pork chop in a synagogue, bein’ 
home all the time. [the joke does not go down well] That 
was the wrong thing to say, wasn’t it? Well, I might go and 
have a word with him.

BRIDGET You might be able to cheer him up.

DUFFNER Like that, is it? [he takes a bottle from his bag. Shouting, so 
JOE can hear him as he moves off] Water for the wounded!

BRIDGET Paddy! Where did you get that?
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MARION I already asked him. He wouldn’t tell me.

BRIDGET Every pub in Brisbane shut down, and Paddy Duffner turns 
up with a bottle of whisky as though it was Christmas! 
Shearers! They know every sly grog shop in Australia.

A short silence.

 Is everyone up at Trades Hall as miserable as Joe?

MARION Not everyone. There’s a lot of optimism around.

BRIDGET I wish they’d send a truckload down here. [pause] What 
about these specials from the bush?

MARION That’s Denham’s problem. God knowns why he needs ‘em.

BRIDGET God might. I certainly don’t.

A burst of laughter from JOE and DUFFNER, off.

MARION What do you reckon the boys are doing?

BRIDGET What shearers usually do when there’s no one around to 
contradict them … exaggerating.

SCENE 27 — DENHAM’S OFFICE
DENHAM is in conversation with his PRIVATE 
SECRETARY.

DENHAM Who do these bloody Trades Hall people think they are? 
‘No victimisation!’ They refuse to work, they flout the law, 
and then they demand that they get their jobs back when 
the strike is over. ‘No victimisation’ indeed! They’ve set 
themselves up as an alternative authority. They’re trying to 
supplant the elected government of this State!
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SECRETARY Yes, sir.

DENHAM If it’s not the Legislative Council refusing to pass 
legislation, it’s Bowman and Coyne and those bastards 
wanting me to recall Parliament. At least this strike’s given 
us some breathing space. Where’s the press statement?

SECRETARY [offering a piece of paper] Here, sir. If you initial it, I’ll run 
it straight down to the Courier.

DENHAM [reading quickly] Mmm … mmm … Good. Very 
positive. That’s the stuff. Ask Mr Stevens not to print 
anything about the Paddington incident until I check it 
with the Police Commissioner. 

SECRETARY Yes, sir.

CAHILL rushes in.

DENHAM Major, you’re late again.

CAHILL Sorry, sir.

DENHAM Sit down. [to PRIVATE SECRETARY, sarcastically] That’s 
for tomorrow’s paper, John.

SECRETARY Yes, sir, I’m on my way. [he leaves]

DENHAM Major, I’ve had a report that a group of special constables 
assaulted some young men with their batons, in 
Paddington last night, for no apparent reason. [he gives 
CAHILL a piece of paper]

CAHILL I’ve already looking into it, sir. Just a few of the younger 
lads. They tend to go overboard occasionally.

DENHAM Occasionally? This is the fourth incident of this kind.

CAHILL [reading] Lesions, bruising, concussion … [he cannot 
conceal his surprise]
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DENHAM For God’s sake, keep them under control, Major. You told 
me they were all good men, chosen from the public service 
and the business houses. I’m beginning to believe you 
scoured the waterfront bars with a press gang.

CAHILL I’m doing my best to screen them, sir. Unfortunately, the 
most eager ones are also the most undesirable. 

DENHAM I don’t want to give Trades Hall any extra ammunition.

CAHILL I’ll issue a directive for no one to carry batons unless on 
active duty and in daylight hours.

DENHAM Good. I’m not just fighting a strike, Major. I’ve got an 
election to win in April. Every time one of your specials gets 
drunk and misuses his authority, it’s a few more votes for 
Labour. We can’t afford to let them win any metropolitan 
seats. [pause] What about these two hundred mounted 
specials from Esk?

CAHILL They arrive tomorrow morning.

DENHAM Good. I’ll call Mr Stevens at the Courier and ask him to 
do a story on it, with a photograph of them riding into 
Brisbane … being greeted by crowds lining the route, that 
sort of thing.

CAHILL That might be a bit difficult, sir.

DENHAM Why?

CAHILL When the Gatton group rode in last week, they were pelted 
with tomatoes along the entire length of Ipswich Road.

DENHAM Oh? Were they?
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SCENE 28 — JOE AND BRIDGET’S HOUSE
The verandah. JOE and DUFFNER enter, laughing and in 
good humour. DUFFNER’s bottle is noticeably emptier.

DUFFNER … so I said to ‘im, ‘Look, mate, if you can suck as hard as 
you could blow, you could drain Sydney Harbour before I 
get time to roll one!’

JOE and DUFFNER laugh loudly.

JOE Hello, Marion.

MARION Hello, Joe. We have to go, Bridge. The meeting starts in 
half an hour. I’ll drop in and see you tomorrow.

DUFFNER [putting bottle on table] I’ll leave the rest of this here … 
for safe-keeping. [he winks at JOE] Right, we’re off.

JOE Bye.

After they leave, BRIDGET and JOE stand, looking at 
each other.

 I’ll go and chop some wood for the stove.

BRIDGET You feeling better?

JOE Yeah. Paddy’s a tonic. [pause] How’s bubba?

BRIDGET She’s gone back to sleep.

Short silence.

JOE We’re gonna win this bloody strike.

BRIDGET I hope so, Joe.

JOE Even if Badger doesn’t take us back on, it’ll still be worth 
it. That bastards’d walk all over you if you let ‘em. He can 
shove his trams. I don’t care any more. I’ll find somethin’ 
else. I’ve got a few good years left in me.
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BRIDGET Joe …

JOE Mmm?

BRIDGET Put your arms around me.

SCENE 29 — WICKHAM PARK, BESIDE THE 
TOWER MILL

Bathed in the golden light of a summer sunset, MARION 
and DUFFNER sit on a bench, overlooking the city. We hear 
the stark cry of crows among the more gentle bird sounds.

MARION I often come here in the evenings to watch the sunset.

DUFFNER You like Brisbane, don’t you?

MARION Well, I love it, and I hate it, like most things.

DUFFNER You’re a strange woman, Marion.

MARION I love it when it’s quiet, like this. When the streets are 
almost empty.

DUFFNER The end of the day …

MARION Do you see that white house down there?

DUFFNER Which one?

MARION The one in the yard behind Market Square.

DUFFNER Oh, yes.

MARION Notice how sad it looks?

DUFFNER Yes.



Faces in the Street by Errol O’Neill

77A Playlab Theatre Publication 

MARION Sitting here at this time of day always reminds me of 
Paraguay. [pause] The same sort of light … the same 
isolation … the same feeling of hopelessness.

DUFFNER Mmm?

MARION We’re so far removed from the centres of power. Melbourne 
is a thousand miles away.

DUFFNER But Brisbane’s a big city. State capital. Port. Railhead.

MARION Nothing really starts or ends here. It’s always but a branch 
office of something based in Sydney or Melbourne.

DUFFNER Yeah, I suppose.

MARION Or London. The Brisbane Tramway Company is 
incorporated in London.

DUFFNER Why did you come back?

MARION Why not?

Silence.

DUFFNER I remember when they set off for Paraguay. I was about 
eight or nine. I used to follow my Dad round the sheds 
when he was lookin’ for work. He only ever used to talk 
about two things. The ‘bloody depression’ and ‘bloody 
Paraguay’. I never understood what he was talkin’ about, 
but I got the notion that they were all goin’ to Paraguay 
because they were depressed.

They both laugh at this.

DUFFNER  You believe in socialism, Marion, don’t you?

MARION Yes.

DUFFNER Do you think it’s really possible?
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MARION Yes.

DUFFNER I don’t know what socialism is. [pause] I know what 
unionism is. I know what mateship is. Socialism is … 
somethin’ you have to go to South America for … How can it 
be applied here? [he waves his arm vaguely over the city]

MARION Socialism isn’t something you can just glue like a piece of 
veneer over the whole society. Socialism will emerge from 
within, when we sweep away the competitive spirit and 
begin to believe in sharing the earth’s resources, begin to 
base our lives on compassion … and love for one another 
… and trust …

There is a moment of unspoken warmth between them, 
broken by the entry of a drunken WOMAN who sings to 
herself. She is a homeless derelict who carries her numerous 
bags. She stumbles, curses, rises, makes her way to a bench.

WOMAN [to herself] The rotten bloody bastards. They took everything. 
[seeing MARION and DUFFNER] Do you know me?

DUFFNER No … 

WOMAN Well, what are you staring at me for?

DUFFNER Sorry.

WOMAN Bloody mongrels. Piss off out of it, the lot o’ ya. [mumbling 
to herself] I don’t need any of youse, you bloody do-gooders 
… [she settles down to sleep on the bench] They took 
everything. Take, take, take. That’s all the mongrels know.

Silence. MARION is strangely disturbed by the 
WOMAN’s presence. 

MARION Look, there’s Harry, walking across Market Square.

DUFFNER So it is … It’s nice up here, eh? You can see the whole city. 
What’s that area called, across the river?
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MARION Highgate Hill.

DUFFNER A lot of grand houses there.

MARION Yes. Well, above the flood plain.

Silence.

DUFFNER I used to have a lot of trust in my fellow man … or woman. 
But too many nasty things have happened. [short pause] I 
remember once in Sydney, I’d just got back from a good season 
on the Darling. I was stayin’ at a boardin’ house overnight till 
I got the train to Brisbane the next day. I had to share a room 
with a young bloke. We chatted for a while and as we turned 
in I thought, I’d better keep my money under my pillow or this 
bloke might lift it. I had about fifty quid. Then straight away 
I called myself a contemptible scoundrel for suspecting evil 
from an innocent man and asked myself how I’d like it if he 
was thinkin’ the same about me. So, as a penance, I deliberately 
left the money in the pocket of my strides and dropped them 
on the floor between the two beds, and went to sleep.

MARION What happened?

DUFFNER I woke at daybreak to find him gone, with my money, and 
my strides.

MARION laughs.

 I’ve always wanted to trust people but you’d need to live in a 
perfect society. Whenever I was in the same situation again, 
I’d sleep with my strides on. What’s so funny?

MARION The thought of you running to catch a train with no 
trousers on.

DUFFNER It’s funny now, I suppose, but I was dirty about losin’ a whole 
season’s wages. I didn’t trust banks before that, but I did 
after. [pause] We’d better get movin’ if we want to get to this 
Clarence Corner meeting.
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They move off.

 That’s why I can’t go along with all that Will Lane stuff. You’ve 
got to live in the real world. You’ve got to protect yourself.

MARION But that doesn’t mean we can’t adopt socialist principles 
while society is the way it is. If enough people spread ideas by 
practice and example, we can eventually change society.

They come to where the WOMAN is sleeping on the park 
bench. MARION walks on. DUFFNER pauses, reaches into his 
pocket and gets out a coin. The WOMAN begins to wake up.

DUFFNER [pressing the coin into her hand] Here, sister. Get yourself 
a feed.

WOMAN What are you, a bloody bible-basher?

DUFFNER No. Just someone who doesn’t know you. [he joins MARION 
and they leave]

WOMAN [looking at her hand] Half a crown! Jesus! Hey! Wait on … 
[sees they are gone] Ah, well, piss off then …

She settles back down on the bench and goes to sleep.

SCENE 30 — A STREET CORNER
The Reverend J.S. POLLOCK, in black suit, clerical collar, 
and with a red armband, stands on a soapbox with a red flag 
protruding from it. Citizens of various persuasions stand 
around, listening. MARION and DUFFNER enter.

POLLOCK Friends. People of Brisbane. Comrades. I address you this 
evening on a matter of great importance. The general strike is 
in its second week.
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HECKLER 1 That’s a fortnight too long!

POLLOCK The great pity is that people have settled into their own 
camps and no longer listen to each other. There are things 
that must be talked about, openly and plainly. Things which 
don’t receive a fair hearing in the press.

HECKLER 2 What’s a clergyman doing, wearing a red ribbon?

POLLOCK I wear the red ribbon with pride, madam. I wear it with the 
same pride as the locked out tramwaymen wear their union 
badge, or Mr Badger wears his Masonic pendant.

HECKLER 3 How can a man of the cloth stand on the same platform as 
socialists? Have they won you over too?

POLLOCK The labour movement is just as much a part of the kingdom of 
God on earth as any other Christian who tries to work against 
evil … against the exploitation of one person by another. 

HECKLER 1 He talks to the Red Ribboners ‘cause his own congregation 
won’t listen to him!

HECKLER 2 They’ve got too much sense!

DUFFNER Hear him out! Hear him out! We’ve still got freedom of 
speech in this country.

POLLOCK I claim only the liberty of any citizen in a democracy to make 
his opinion out of the facts before him. And I claim the same 
liberty to wear my beliefs openly as you do, madam, to wear 
that wedding ring in public as a sign of your position. Or you, 
sir, to wear that gold watch chain as a sign of your prosperity.

The crowd becomes more attentive.

 As a minister of religion, I always try to declare the counsel 
of God as it is revealed to me. As a citizen, I try to give my 
fellow citizens whatever light I may have on all matters that 
make for righteousness and peace.



82 Errol O’Neill

HECKLER 3 Since when have socialists been interested in peace?

POLLOCK As a socialist, I believe in the gradual extension of the common 
ownership of public utilities, as a means of lessening and 
finally ending the exploitation of industrial workers.

HECKLER 3 Exploitation? The unions are exploiting their own members!

POLLOCK Unionism is the only means of procuring and defending the 
just advantages gained by the workers, and I believe that as 
a powerful and uplifting factor in human society, unionism 
itself must be strenuously defended!

HECKLER 3 It’s all right for you to stand up on a soapbox when it’s other 
people that are going without pay.

HECKLER 2 And their families without food.

POLLOCK Friends, lift your minds above the ephemeral aspects of the 
strike. No one among the twenty thousand strikers wants 
to go without pay or starve. It would be impossible to find 
one instance in all human history where the capitalist has 
voluntarily improved working conditions, increased wages 
or given the workers greater liberties. These things have only 
been won as the result of the never-ending struggle of the 
working class itself. The general strike is the latest phase of 
that struggle and that is why I support it.

HECKLER 1 Take that dog collar off, you hypocrite!

HECKLER 2 Everything’s always someone else’s fault!

HECKLER 3 We don’t have to listen to this rubbish …

The crowd begin to talk among themselves and wander off. 
MARION and DUFFNER approach POLLOCK.

MARION Reverend Pollock?

POLLOCK Yes.
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MARION Marion Regan. Harry Coyne said you wanted to meet me.

POLLOCK Yes. I’d like to write some articles for the Strike Bulletin.

MARION Wonderful. Can you come to Trades Hall tomorrow morning?

POLLOCK Certainly. 

MARION Oh, this is Patrick Duffner. He’s helping out as well.

DUFFNER How do you do, er … what do I call you? Reverend?

POLLOCK John. John Pollock. Christian and socialist. [they shake hands]

DUFFNER I’ve never met a clergyman that was interested in the 
labour movement.

POLLOCK I have a similar problem, I must admit.

MARION [indicating the hostile crowd just departed] It’s a pity people 
don’t listen when they find one who is.

POLLOCK Yes, but this is where the real challenge is … trying to 
convince the uncommitted.

DUFFNER Yeah. It’s like talkin’ to shearers at a non-union shed. They 
listen for a while, then they start lookin’ round to see if the 
cockie’s there.

POLLOCK Well, there’s no squatter to worry about here.

MARION Except for the plainclothes police over there. They’ve been 
taking notes of everything you’ve said.

POLLOCK I can only hope they got it down right. It might do them 
some good. I’m sorry I didn’t know enough about what was 
happening earlier. I’d been totally occupied in my parish out 
at Sherwood. I was on a tram coming into the city a few days 
after the lockout, and the conductor told me that the men 
wearing their badges had been dismissed. I got off at the 
next stop and walked the rest of the way.
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DUFFNER Good on you, John.

POLLOCK God knows, we’ve been preaching for centuries about 
helping the poor. It’s time we started doing something 
about the cause of poverty.

DUFFNER Hear, hear.

POLLOCK A Christian who is not a socialist would have a hard time 
with his conscience, I imagine.

DUFFNER Here comes another crowd, John. Give ‘em a blast.

POLLOCK mounts the soapbox again as a crowd gathers.

POLLOCK Friends, during the time of the general strike, we have heard 
a lot of argument about the rights and responsibilities of 
the workers and of the Government. Let us consider the 
cynical way in which the Government has used the situation 
to disguise their own shameful neglect of civil liberties. 
Not only has Premier Denham refused workers the right 
to express themselves publicly, but he has also given other 
workers the authority to take up arms and march in martial 
array against them.

A group of SPECIALS enter. POLLOCK and the crowd 
notice them.

 Those few officers of the civil service who rejected 
the so-called invitation to ‘volunteer’ were branded as 
revolutionists!

A SPECIAL No bloody wonder! [the SPECIALS laugh]

POLLOCK And why? Because at the outset of their careers they had 
inculcated into them the idea that toilers were not of 
their class …

A SPECIAL More arse than class! [the SPECIALS laugh]
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POLLOCK They fell victim to the lies upon which capitalism thrives!

A SPECIAL [advancing, grabbing the pole with red flag attached and 
throwing it aside] You’ll thrive in a minute, mate.

The SPECIALS begin to poke the crowd with their 
batons. DUFFNER moves but POLLOCK halts him with 
a hand gesture.

POLLOCK  In reality, friends, we are one people who should have the 
same aims and aspirations. The idea of the superiority 
of one person over another is born out of ignorance and 
cultivated by the cunning of those who stand to profit by 
the confusion they cause.

The SPECIALS scatter the crowd in all directions.

SPECIALS Get out of here, you loafers … Go on, piss off … Get 
home …

DUFFNER You bastards! I’ve dealt with scum like you before …

MARION Paddy, don’t …

DUFFNER You scum!

POLLOCK No more violence, Patrick. Enough is enough.

SPECIALS [to the departing crowd] Go home and do something 
useful for a change …

MARION and POLLOCK restrain DUFFNER and drag 
him off, protesting.

DUFFNER  Let me have a go at ‘em.

The WOMAN who went to sleep on the park bench in the 
previous scene wakes up. Although strictly speaking she 
was in a different location, we get the sense she is close to 
the place where the meeting has just taken place.
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WOMAN Wha … ? Hey, can youse keep the bloody noise down? I’m 
tryin’ to have a kip.

A SPECIAL knocks her off the bench as he exits.

 Jesus, the bloody mongrels. They sling you a few bob, then 
they kick you in the arse. First the hoot, then the boot … 
[she wanders off]

SCENE 31 — DENHAM’S OFFICE
DENHAM and CAHILL are in conversation across the 
Premier’s desk.

DENHAM The preparations for the parade in Market Square tomorrow.

CAHILL Yes, Mr Premier. I’ve arranged to begin the parade at 
twelve noon.

DENHAM I want the men to assemble promptly and remain there 
in their ranks before, during and after the lunch hour. 
They can stand at ease for short periods. But they must be 
orderly. How will you deploy them, Major?

CAHILL The special foot constables in the rear at the Adelaide Street 
end, the regular constables in front of them, the mounted 
men further forward, and the mounted specials in a long 
line up the south-western side, under the billboards.

DENHAM Major Cahill, I want you to impress upon the men that this 
will be quite the biggest show of force we have yet displayed. 
I’ve arranged for a lot of press coverage. But above all, I 
want the public to see with their own eyes a large body of 
disciplined, resolute men. I want the public to get a strong 
feeling of security from what they see tomorrow.
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CAHILL Yes, sir. [he makes a note]

DENHAM There’s a German man-o’-war scheduled to dock at 
Newstead in a couple of days. I’ve held discussions with the 
Governor about the possibility of using the sailors from it 
as part of the special force, while the ship is berthed. 

CAHILL is astonished.

 But that is confidential, Major. I don’t want any rumours to 
spread before we’ve contacted all the relevant authorities.

CAHILL No, sir.

DENHAM I particularly don’t want Bowman or Coyne to hear about it.

CAHILL Or the waterside workers.

DENHAM Quite so, Major. Quite so.

SCENE 32 — A STREET
A CARTER is pushing a loaded trolley, observed by two 
RED RIBBONITES. A Brisbane Courier REPORTER 
passes, on his way to interview COYNE at Trades Hall. He 
carries a large clumsy camera and a notebook and pencil. 
The two RED RIBBONITES call out to the CARTER. Some 
citizens walk by.

RED RIB. 1 Hey! What are you doin’?

CARTER Eh? Er … what’s it to you?

RED RIB. 1 Vigilance Officer, Strike Committee. You look like you’re 
blackleggin’.

CARTER Eh? No … Look, I’m not even in the union.
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RED RIB. 2 Well, you should be, shouldn’t you?

CARTER None of your bloody business.

RED RIB. 2 Didn’t I see you at the Carter’s Union picnic last Christmas?

CARTER No, mate. Probably someone who looks like me. [moving 
off] Anyway, I’m busy.

RED RIB. 1 [blocking his path] I reckon you’d be a scab.

CARTER Look, lemme go, fellas. I’ve got a permit from Harry Coyne.

RED RIB. 2 Where is it?

CARTER I left it at home.

RED RIB. 1 Bullshit.

CARTER Look, fellas, it might be all right for you, but I’ve got six 
kids at home. Can’t live on bloody Trades Hall handouts. 
What’s a man to do?

RED RIB. 1 The first thing you do is drop the bloody trolley right 
where it stands.

CARTER But I’ve got to get these to the cold room before they go off.

RED RIB. 2 Drop it!

A POLICEMAN appears. The RED RIBBONITES relent. 
The CARTER moves off with his load.
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SCENE 33 — TRADES HALL
MARION is at a table working on the STRIKE BULLETIN. 
COYNE rushes in.

COYNE Marion, there’s a reporter here from The Courier. Will you 
deal with him?

MARION What?

COYNE Just show him the telegrams from the North, and impress 
upon him the number of workers out …

MARION Harry, I’m very busy. You’ll have to do it yourself.

The REPORTER enters.

REPORTER Ah, Mr Coyne, could I have a word with you?

MARION Sorry, Harry. You’re on your own.

COYNE Er … Yes?

REPORTER Do you have a comment about the Premier’s statement 
that the strike is over?

COYNE Yes. It’s nonsense. The strike’s not over by a long shot. 
We’ve just begun.

REPORTER Mr Denham said most of the men had gone back to work 
and we could expect an end to the trouble in a few days.

COYNE Oh, he did, did he? Then why is he bringing in hundreds 
of bushmen every day and arming them with rifles and 
batons? Look, even Denham’s not fool enough to believe 
the lies The Courier prints.

REPORTER Why are you so prejudiced against The Courier? We’re 
giving fair coverage to both sides of the dispute.
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COYNE Fair? [he takes a piece of paper from MARION’s table 
to demonstrate the following] Look, mate, if you held a 
Brisbane Courier up like this and let it fall, you could read 
everything that was ‘fair’ in it before it hit the floor.

REPORTER But you must admit, Mr Coyne, the meetings are 
dwindling in numbers.

COYNE You saw the crowd I just spoke to in Turbot Street … the 
biggest crowd so far. What are they doing out there if, as 
Denham says, they’ve all gone back to work?

REPORTER What about the other centres in Queensland?

COYNE All solid. [more papers from MARION’s table] Look, 
telegrams like this are coming in every day. ‘Townsville. 
Waterside workers and fourteen other unions to cease 
work today’. We’ve stopped the shipping from Cape York to 
the Tweed.

REPORTER What effect will the strike have on the state election in April?

COYNE The people will return a Labour government, of course. I 
think by now they’ve seen what these legalised butchers are 
capable of … taking bloody thugs off the street and giving 
them guns to shoot us with.

REPORTER But it has been argued that the creation of the special force 
was the police commissioner’s own initiative.

COYNE Well, that’s another thing that’ll happen after the election.

REPORTER What’s that?

COYNE Major Cahill will get four minutes to resign! Put that in 
your paper. [he stands near MARION]

REPORTER I wonder if I might get a photograph of you … and your 
secretary, say … looking at one of the Strike Bulletins.
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MARION [angrily] I am not his secretary!

REPORTER All right, all right, steady on, miss.

CAHILL Look, mate, we’re both busy people. I think this interview 
has come to an end.

REPORTER Oh, one more question. Were the attempts at sabotaging 
the tramlines carried out with the sanction of the Strike 
Committee?

MARION What sabotage?

REPORTER The police have discovered two incidents where gelignite 
was discovered on the tram tracks.

MARION What does that mean?

REPORTER If a tram had run over it … boom.

COYNE I don’t know anything about that.

REPORTER The suggestion was made that it’s the latest form of 
retaliation against Mr Badger for recommencing the 
tram service.

COYNE Look, I don’t know anything about that, neither does any 
member of the Strike Committee. Now, please leave!

COYNE points his finger angrily at the REPORTER 
who has meanwhile set up his camera. He catches the 
image-conscious politician in this unfortunate pose. The 
magnesium flash takes COYNE and MARION by surprise.
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SCENE 34 — THE GARDEN OF THE 
ARCHBISHOP’S RESIDENCE

The hymn “Faith Of Our Fathers” is heard in the 
background. Reverend POLLOCK stands waiting. A 
MONSIGNOR enters.

MONSIGNOR Reverend Pollock?

POLLOCK Yes. Good morning, Monsignor.

MONSIGNOR How can I help you?

POLLOCK I was to see the Archbishop.

MONSIGNOR His Grace is not feeling well today. He asked me to attend 
to you.

POLLOCK Oh. Convey my best wishes to him.

MONSIGNOR I will. His Grace and I confide on all matters so, if you 
would like to talk to me, I will take your concerns up with 
him directly. I usually take a walk before the Angelus. 
Would you care to join me?

POLLOCK Very well …

They walk in the garden.

 … I am deeply concerned about the Catholic Church’s 
attitude to the current strike. I would like to get some 
clarification of your position.

MONSIGNOR It is quite clear. The men resorted to strike action while the 
matter under dispute was still before the arbitration court. 
Therefore we cannot support them.

POLLOCK But there is a far more important principle at stake, surely.

MONSIGNOR And what would that be?
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POLLOCK The basic right of workers to organise. Mr Badger, who I 
am ashamed to say is a member of my own flock, declared 
himself opposed to the formation of their union.

MONSIGNOR Well, perhaps they were justified in forming their union 
nevertheless, but there was absolutely no justification for 
forty-three other unions totally unconcerned in the matter to 
cease work.

POLLOCK Their concern was one of fraternity … sympathy with their 
locked-out fellow workers.

MONSIGNOR It was a matter solely between the manager of a company and 
his employees. Beyond that, any person who incites others by 
word or act to bring about a paralysis of society is guilty of a 
violation of the laws of God.

POLLOCK Surely that’s something of an overstatement, Monsignor.

MONSIGNOR Perhaps, Reverend. But a strike of this nature represents a 
breach of contracts. And contracts are the foundation of the 
entire social order.

POLLOCK The social order is a manufactured thing. It is created by 
human choice. Surely it can be altered by human choice.

MONSIGNOR Not so fast, Reverend. The laws of nature must be considered. 
Society is made up of different groups with different interests. 
The great mistake is to take up with the notion that class is 
naturally hostile to class, that the wealthy and the working 
man are intended by nature to live in mutual conflict. It is 
ordained by nature that these two classes should dwell in 
harmony and agreement so as to maintain the balance of 
the body politic. Each needs the other. Capital cannot do 
without Labour, nor Labour without Capital. [he indicates 
the garden] The flowers and the worker bees, the worker bees 
and the flowers.

POLLOCK But what if the class in power is acting unjustly?
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MONSIGNOR If at any time it happens that the power of the state 
is rashly or even tyrannically wielded by princes, the 
teaching of the Catholic Church does not allow an 
insurrection on private authority against them, lest public 
order be only the more disturbed. 

POLLOCK In that case, to be logical, you would have to oppose 
trade unions.

MONSIGNOR The Church is not opposed to trade unions. The Church 
is opposed to socialism. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels 
made it quite clear in their writings that socialism is 
opposed to the Church.

POLLOCK Monsignor, I am a socialist, and I am not opposed to 
the Church.

MONSIGNOR It depends which church you are talking about.

POLLOCK The Christian Church, Monsignor, the Christian 
Church. We all work for the same God. We all live in the 
same world.

MONSIGNOR But we don’t all see it the same way. The best we can do is 
to pray to the Holy Spirit for guidance, and hope that He 
will lead us through this present difficulty.

POLLOCK I sometimes get the feeling, Monsignor, that when we 
pray to the Holy Spirit, He is not always where we think 
he is.

MONSIGNOR What do you mean by that?

POLLOCK Perhaps He’s become tired of our parsimonious 
casuistry, and left us for some other place where He’s 
more appreciated.

MONSIGNOR Such as?

POLLOCK The labour movement.
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MONSIGNOR This is close to blasphemy, Reverend Pollock!

POLLOCK Not as close as the Church is to a culpable ignorance of 
the root cause of social injustice!

The MONSIGNOR is stunned by POLLOCK’s outburst.

 Our challenge today doesn’t come from our traditional 
enemies but rather from those who would be our friends, 
if we could only have the humility to recognise them.

MONSIGNOR And who would our neglected friends be?

POLLOCK Those who are trying to do something positive about 
the causes of poverty and injustice and not just about 
the symptoms.

MONSIGNOR The trade unions?

POLLOCK The socialists.

MONSIGNOR The socialists?

POLLOCK The Church does not have a monopoly on concern for the 
poor.

MONSIGNOR Neither do socialists have a monopoly on what is best for 
the moral well-being of mankind!

POLLOCK But there are some evils the Church doesn’t even notice 
until they are exposed by others.

MONSIGNOR The Church has a definitive role in society, which 
does not involve direct intervention in the affairs of 
the state. It is fundamentally concerned with bringing 
about a change of heart within men. [pause] I’m sorry, 
Reverend Pollock, I don’t know what you expected me 
to say to you today but I can do no more than state the 
Church’s position. The objectives of unionism are not 
in question. What is in question is a theory which urges 
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the attainment of those objectives by class warfare. The 
Church cannot condone such conflict, cannot condone 
the division of society and the destruction of peace and 
good order.

The Angelus bell is heard.

 I don’t think we have any more to say to each other. 
I will convey your regards to His Grace. Good day, 
Reverend Pollock.

POLLOCK Good day, Monsignor.

SCENE 35 — TRADES HALL
COYNE, MARION and DUFFNER are in the midst of a 
heated discussion.

COYNE The people can see what’s going on in the streets. Do you 
think they’re going to vote for Denham again? Look, I 
know you’re angry. We’re all angry. But putting gelignite on 
the tram tracks isn’t going to get Labour into government.

DUFFNER What are you lookin’ at me for, Harry? I had nothin’ to do 
with that.

COYNE I’m pleased to know that Paddy … neither is scrapping 
with the specials.

MARION How can Labour hope to win an election? Denham’s got 
the Courier and the Telegraph in his pocket, as well as 
every boss in Brisbane. All we’ve got is the Strike Bulletin 
… and that’s only read by the converted.

COYNE At least it keeps our supporters solid. And what about 
The Worker?
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DUFFNER The bloody Worker? The AWU’s got a stranglehold on it, 
just like they’ve got a stranglehold on the strike itself. If 
someone like Will Lane was still runnin’ it, we might have 
a chance but, as it is, it might as well be a Tory rag.

COYNE I don’t believe what I’m hearing.

MARION [grabbing a copy of THE WORKER from the table] Look, 
a week before the general strike was called, they pulled the 
carpet out from under us. [reads] ‘What the workers cannot 
secure by the intelligent use of collective bargaining and of 
the political franchise, they will certainly not secure by the 
crude anarchism of a general strike.’ Do you agree with that?

COYNE That’s a particular point of view.

MARION That’s supposed to be the voice of socialism!

COYNE We can’t achieve socialism until we occupy the Treasury 
benches.

MARION I’m just afraid we might be losing something very valuable 
on our way there.

COYNE The people aren’t going to vote for a mob of hooligans!

DUFFNER Christ! You sound just like Denham and Badger!

COYNE We’ve now got the best chance we’ve ever had of winning 
government. Can’t you see that’s worth fighting for?

MARION Of course it’s worth fighting for. But you can’t go before 
the people as something you’re not. You can’t disguise your 
beliefs just to win votes.

COYNE Politics is a dirty business, like it or not. When the 
election’s over, we’re still going to need Badger and people 
like him. Strange bedfellows, I know but it’s a necessary 
evil. If we represent too much of a threat to the employers, 
even some of the workers will be put off.
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MARION But there is a fundamental difference between the 
interests of capital and the interests of the working class. 
Conflict is at the core of the economic system. If you 
hope to win an election by pretending it isn’t, then you’re 
making a mockery of everything we’ve been struggling 
for in the last weeks … in the last twenty years.

COYNE Face reality. The Labour Party has to present an image of 
competence … the ability to run the state efficiently. How 
do you think the Liberals won the last election?

MARION So, all we provide is an alternative management of 
capitalism?

DUFFNER All right, what happens next year when Labour’s in 
power? What if Badger sacks everyone who took part 
in the strike? You’d probably send the bloody wallopers 
in to drive the trams. You’ll be a strike breaker. Just like 
Denham. ‘Run the state efficiently?’ Ha!

COYNE A Labour government would never use the police against 
strikers.

DUFFNER Bullshit.

COYNE Mind your language, there’s a lady present.

MARION Don’t change the subject, Harry … You were on the 
streets on Black Friday. You saw what the police did under 
Denham’s orders. That’s ‘running the state efficiently’!

COYNE It wasn’t necessarily under Denham’s orders. Cahill took 
the law into his own hands. And the police didn’t want to 
be there. They were as scared as we were.

MARION That’s not what you said a week ago.

COYNE We’re getting off the point.

MARION Which is?
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COYNE Getting Labour into office. [pause] Look. The strike is 
probably going to fail. It’s winding down. There were 
telegrams from Townsville and Rockhampton this morning. 
It looks like most of the north is going back.

Silence.

 But let’s look on the bright side. We’re now in a position to 
command a healthy majority. Every time I speak, I remind 
people to get on the rolls. We represent ten per cent of 
the population directly and beyond that we’ve got a lot of 
sympathy from the non-union workers. Labour’s getting 
more and more support in the cities and towns up the coast. 
Our only hope now is to put all our energies into winning 
the election. And winning it fairly. 

DUFFNER What’s that supposed to mean?

COYNE It means everybody in our ranks has to give up these ideas 
about sabotage and confrontation. It’s undermining the 
party’s chances. We’ve got to play fair in order to win.

MARION Fair? What is ‘fair’? Is the tramway company fair when it keeps 
the men’s wages down to subsistence level while they’re happily 
raking in bigger and bigger profits every year …

DUFFNER And sending them to London.

MARION … while it won’t even open up new lines to the outer suburbs 
without government subsidy? Is Cahill being fair when he 
rides his horse into a crowd of women and children and 
cracks them over the skull with his baton? Is Denham being 
fair when he gets three thousand specials in and gives them 
guns to shoot us in the streets? It’s not up to us to stop the 
confrontation. It’s already there. It’s their weapon, not ours.

A silence full of tension.
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COYNE Oh, I don’t know. I don’t know. [he throws his arms up in 
a gesture of frustration] We’ll take this up again later. I’ve 
got to get to a meeting.

COYNE leaves. MARION and DUFFNER look at each 
other for a moment.

DUFFNER I think I’ll take a walk. [he leaves]

MARION returns to her work at the table.

SCENE 36 — TRADES HALL
Early evening. MARION is working at the table.

MARION [without looking up] Bernard, will you come in here when 
you get a chance?

MARY HALL enters. She stands and surveys the room, 
registering distaste when she sees the banner ‘SOCIALISM 
IN OUR TIME — WILLIAM LANE’.

 Bernard, this list is practically illegible … [sees MARY 
HALL] Oh, can I help you?

HALL Good evening. I was hoping to talk to the editor of the 
Strike Bulletin.

MARION Mr. McCosker’s gone home. Can I be of some assistance?

HALL I sent him a note yesterday. I’m Mary Hall.

MARION What was it about, Mrs Hall?

HALL Miss.

MARION Won’t you sit down?
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HALL Thank you. You seem to be busy. Am I interrupting you?

MARION No, there’s no rush I’m getting a few articles ready for 
tomorrow …

HALL Oh, you’re one of the writers?

MARION Yes.

HALL I’ve been reading your bulletin with interest, since I 
arrived. I am a writer myself.

MARION Are you a correspondent for one of the southern 
newspapers, Miss Hall?

HALL No, I’m writing a book about my travels. I hope to publish 
when I return to London … I was really wondering if I 
could contribute an article to the Bulletin.

MARION Yes … I think that could be …

HALL [offering some pages] I’ve handwritten it. Unfortunately, I 
don’t have room in my trunk for a typewriter …

MARION [taking the pages] Leave it with me and I’ll show it to 
Mr McCosker first thing in the morning … [she scans 
the article]

HALL I’m staying at Lennon’s Hotel. I shall be in all tomorrow 
morning if Mr McCosker would like to contact me …

MARION We can’t print this.

HALL Why not? You socialists are always talking about freedom 
of expression, aren’t you? Well, I’m putting your philosophy 
to the test. It doesn’t surprise me that you refuse.

MARION Of course we refuse. This bulletin was established so that 
we could communicate with the people on strike, so we 
could put our views to the public. If you want to publish 
pro-Government arguments, why don’t you offer this to 
the Brisbane Courier?



102 Errol O’Neill

HALL I’m offering it to you, to test your grand theories of 
socialism. Equality of all men, freedom of speech.

MARION Does the Courier published our arguments? Does it 
consider our point of view?

HALL Perhaps they would, if your views were more reasonable.

MARION With the utmost respect, Miss Hall, I think you’re 
terribly naïve.

HALL I imagined you’d say something like that.

MARION If your perception is so keen, why did you bother coming 
down here?

HALL I wanted to meet you. To see what sort of people you are. I 
will be devoting an entire chapter of my book to Brisbane 
and this present trouble, so I thought it only fair to get 
your side of the picture.

MARION I’m so sorry, Miss Hall, that we’re not the right ‘sort of 
people’ for you, that we’re not ‘reasonable’ enough for you. 
I’m sorry we’ve ruined your otherwise pleasant sojourn 
in the antipodes. But we happen to be fighting for a very 
important principle here …

HALL Really, Miss …

MARION Regan. Marion Regan.

HALL Really, Miss Regan, there’s no need to be so condescending. 
I simply expressed an earnest desire to understand your 
point of view.

MARION All right. Let’s talk.

HALL Thank you … What is this principle you’re fighting for that 
can justify all this hardship to so many innocent families?
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MARION The principle of unionism itself. The right of working 
people to combine for their own benefit.

HALL Trade unions have an ideal task to perform, I agree, but 
why for heaven’s sake can’t they keep within the sphere 
originally assigned to them?

MARION What do you mean?

HALL Improving the wages and conditions of their members. 
Why have they allowed socialism and politics to become 
the dominating influence of their work?

MARION You talk about unions as though they were just another 
benevolent gift of the British Empire, a little social club, 
a reward for the hardworking wage slaves. Unions and 
socialism are both a response to Capital. A necessary effort 
by the working class to regain some of the dignity they 
have been stripped off in the service of Mr Fat …

HALL You’re preaching at me, Miss Regan.

MARION Call it preaching if you like, Miss Hall. It’s what I believe.

Silence.

HALL Were you in the disturbance on that Friday of the large 
demonstration?

MARION Black Friday? Yes, I was. Why?

HALL Is that the sort of thing you want to see taking place 
in our cities and towns? Is that the only way you can 
introduce socialism?

MARION No, Miss Hall, that wasn’t socialism. That was simply the 
way a government devoted to private enterprise tries to 
prevent socialism.

HALL Were you in the melee? Were you face to face with the 
bayonets and the batons?
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MARION Yes.

HALL Weren’t you terrified?

MARION Yes.

HALL Yet you stayed there?

MARION Yes.

HALL What sort of example is that to set for young womanhood?

Silence. MARION burns with rage and frustration.

MARION [giving HALL her article] Good evening, Miss Hall.

HALL [somewhat perplexed] Good evening, Miss Regan. 

SCENE 37 — JOE AND BRIDGET’S COTTAGE
BRIDGET sits on the verandah. JOE comes out of the 
house, putting on his cap.

BRIDGET You going to the meeting?

JOE Yeah. [pause] I’ve made up my mind, Bridge.

BRIDGET Well, if you’ve made up your mind, you’ve made up your 
mind, haven’t you? [pause] Who organised the meeting?

JOE I did.

BRIDGET When?

JOE Few days ago.

BRIDGET Why didn’t you tell me?

JOE Didn’t want to worry you … Look, it’s just an informal 
meeting of the locked-out trammies.
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BRIDGET For Christ’s sake, Joe, you could have told me! You keep 
saying we’re in this together.

JOE It’s just union business. You’ve never wanted to know the 
details before.

BRIDGET We’ve never had a five week strike before! It’s changed 
everything … God, you haven’t even noticed what’s been 
happening to me these last weeks.

JOE What do you mean?

BRIDGET Oh, nothing! Just my whole bloody life’s been turned around, 
that’s all.

JOE So has mine!

BRIDGET But I wasn’t the one who got sacked!

JOE sinks into a chair.

 I’m still doing the same just as I was before. And I’m working 
without any money coming in, and carrying you as well. 
[pause] So what’s going to happen at the meeting?

JOE I’m proposing that we put a recommendation to the Strike 
Committee that the strike be called off.

BRIDGET Why?

JOE The Arbitration Court decided in our favour, but there’s no 
compulsion on Badger to take us back on. Fifteen thousand 
workers out for a bloody principle, we win on the principle 
and we’re still locked out! Harry Coyne keeps tellin’ us that 
we’re ‘winning all along the line’ but you and I know we’re 
not. Somebody’s gotta tell ‘im.

Silence. BRIDGET remains morose. JOE shows concern.

 What’s the matter?
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BRIDGET You could have told me what you were thinking. I’d got 
myself into the state of mind where I was prepared to see it 
through, for your sake …

JOE You must’ve know I was gettin’ jack of it.

BRIDGET That’s not the point. You should have told me. We could 
have talked about it. You’re not the only one involved. 

JOE [pause] I’ll be able to get another job as soon as the strike’s 
officially off. Once I’m workin’ again, things’ll be better.

BRIDGET At least you think so.

Silence. MARION appears.

JOE Hello, Marion.

BRIDGET Hello, love.

MARION Hello, Bridge, Joe … Ooh, I need to sit down. I’m ready to 
kill someone.

BRIDGET What’s up?

MARION I just had another row with Harry Coyne. Don’t expect any 
sense out of me until I come off the boil.

JOE [seizing the opportunity to make his escape] Well, I’ve 
gotta go. See you, Marion.

JOE looks at BRIDGET, who says goodbye with the merest 
nod. He leaves. The two women are silent for a moment.

BRIDGET What was the row about?

MARION The usual. Harry can’t see further than his nose.

BRIDGET Bit like Joe. 

MARION Things not going too well?
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BRIDGET That’s putting it mildly. [she goes inside the house]

MARION Harry keeps shooting his mouth off about winning the 
strike, and thinks everyone’s behind him, but the whole 
thing’s falling round his ankles. More and more people are 
drifting back to work every day. Cahill’s got control of the 
streets, the Courier’s got control of the information, Badger’s 
still running the trams … and Denham’s probably going to 
win the election!

BRIDGET appears with DUFFNER’s bottle of whiskey and 
two glasses. She holds a glass up questioningly.

 Oh, why not?

BRIDGET pours two stiff whiskeys. They drink.

BRIDGET Cheers.

MARION Cheers.

BRIDGET [after a pause] Marion, can I ask you something?

MARION What?

BRIDGET Why is it so important to you?

MARION cannot answer immediately.

 Is it really going to make that much difference, if we win 
or lose?

MARION Win or lose, the labour movement will come out stronger 
than at any time in the last twenty years.

BRIDGET But what’s it going to mean to you … personally?

MARION [the question has an impact on her. She drinks before 
replying] I don’t know, Bridge. I lost myself somewhere in 
the Trades Hall corridors, years ago. [pause] I don’t know 
if I’ll ever find my way out.
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BRIDGET Don’t you ever think about getting married … having a 
family?

MARION Mmm. Course I do. But maybe it’s too late.

BRIDGET Nonsense.

MARION [looking at her empty glass] This stuff brings on the 
miseries, doesn’t it?

BRIDGET Yeah.

They laugh.

MARION Pour me another one.

SCENE 38 — TRADES HALL MEETING ROOM
A large crowd can be heard. MARION is at her usual 
position, taking minutes. DUFFNER, JOE and other 
workers are present.

CHAIRMAN Order, please. Order. [the crowd quietens] Thank you. 
Harry Coyne will address the meeting.

Applause from the crowd.

COYNE Five weeks ago, the workers of Queensland, out of a 
resolution adopted here, commenced a memorable battle, 
probably the most momentous industrial conflict in this 
nation’s history. We had arrayed against us probably a greater 
force than has ever been arrayed against a body of workers in 
any part of the world, including Romanoff Russia … Armed 
forces, without any cause for them. The greatest exhibition 
of brutal ferocity that has ever been exhibited to any human 
beings when there was no need for it. A lying press that 
misinterpreted every word we uttered, every action we found 
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it necessary to take … There is no force of Capitalism that 
could be brought to bear against us, that has not been used. 
And what weapons have we had at our disposal? Nothing but 
the integrity, the honesty, the discipline, the courage, and the 
revered traditions of the labour movement. 

VOICES Hear, hear.

COYNE I am proud to have been chosen to preside over the Strike 
Committee during these last weeks. Proud to lead fifteen 
thousand workers who exhibited such courage, and such 
confidence in their elected leaders.

Sections of the crowd murmur disapprovingly.

CHAIRMAN Order! Quiet please. Let Harry have his say. [the crowd 
quietens]

COYNE It is the abiding faith of the workers of Queensland in the 
grand cause of unionism which inspires me, despite my 
reluctance, to put the motion I will shortly put to you today …

A short pause. COYNE prepared to take the crowd on an 
oratorical journey.

 We began this strike because we believe that an injury to one is 
the concern of all. And that belief is no less in our hearts today 
than it was five weeks ago when we took a decision to stand 
behind the locked-out tramway workers, to block the port of 
Brisbane and stop the supply of coal. There is no getting away 
from the fact that the employers of Brisbane are backing up the 
Denham Government, who are in turn backing up Mr Badger, 
that foreigner who abuses us so disgracefully.

The crowd voices approval.

 They were the people we had to fight, and it was our duty to 
use every legitimate weapon at our disposal. There is of course 
one more powerful weapon which the workers of this state 
have yet to use. And that is the Gatling gun of the ballot!
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The crowd cheers.

 After what we have seen in the streets of this city during this 
historic period, I feel sure that in April, nineteen twelve, the 
people of Queensland will finally throw out this legalised 
butcher, this trampler of the liberties of the common people, 
this King of Scabs!

The crowd cheers.

 Comrades! It takes great courage to begin a strike, and the 
workers of Queensland have shown that courage. But it takes 
even greater courage to admit that it is useless to continue. 
[pause] I am calling on that courage now. [pause] So that we 
can all the more effectively organise our strength to be able 
to kick Denham out of office in only a few short weeks’ time, 
I put it to you, on behalf of the Strike Committee, that the 
general strike be declared off, forthwith.

The crowd murmurs.

CHAIRMAN We will now vote on the Committee’s proposal, as moved 
by Harry Coyne. Er … seconder?

A MAN limply raises his hand and mutters.

MAN Me …

CHAIRMAN Thanks, Ned. [to MARION] Seconded E. Hanlon. All 
those in favour?

A show of hands.

 Against?

A few hands are raised.

 Carried.
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SCENE 39 — MARY HALL’S HOTEL ROOM — 
HOTEL FOYER — STREET 

Morning. MARY HALL stands by her trunk, ready for 
departure.

MAID Off then, are you?

HALL At last.

MAID [mumbling to herself] Not a day too soon.

HALL I beg your pardon?

MAID I said I hope you have a pleasant trip, madam.

HALL Thank you. All the way to Hong Kong this time. I’ll bet you 
wish you were coming with me.

MAID [mumbling to herself] Not bloody likely.

HALL Did you arrange for a cab?

MAID He’s waitin’ downstairs.

HALL Lovely. [indicating trunk] Oh … would you mind? And 
do be careful. The artefacts. [she leaves to go downstairs]

MAID [grabbing the trunk by one handle and roughly dragging 
it down the stairs] Well at least it’s easier downhill …

The CABBIE appears.

HALL Oh, hello. It’s you again.

CABBIE Where to this time, madam?

HALL Pinkenba. As quickly as possible. Chop, chop! I don’t want 
to miss the boat.

CABBIE [confidentially to MAID] I reckon she missed it years ago.
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The CABBIE shoulders the trunk and follows MARY 
HALL off. The MAID raises her thumb to her nose and 
wiggles her fingers.

MAID With any luck, she’ll run into a cyclone.

SCENE 40 — TRADES HALL
The afternoon of Wednesday 6 March 1912. The strike 
was officially declared off at 10a.m. that morning. At 
atmosphere of reluctance defeat is in the air. MARION sits 
at the table correcting galleys for that evening’s Bulletin. 
POLLOCK enters.

POLLOCK Hello, Marion.

MARION Hello, Reverend. I suppose you’ve heard the decision.

POLLOCK Yes.

MARION You can’t win them all.

POLLOCK But you should be able to win a few.

MARION The fight continues. If not here, then somewhere else.

POLLOCK In my case, that’s definitely true.

MARION What do you mean?

POLLOCK I resigned from my parish last night.

MARION But you’ve been at Sherwood over twenty years.

POLLOCK It was for the best.

MARION Did they put pressure on you?



Faces in the Street by Errol O’Neill

113A Playlab Theatre Publication 

POLLOCK Not directly … Several members of the congregation have 
been unhappy with my public statements in recent weeks. 
It was causing discord to spread, so I thought it best to 
leave, for the sake of harmony.

MARION Why don’t you stay there … stand your ground? They’ll 
come round.

POLLOCK Marion, I made my decision last night. You can’t persuade 
me to change my mind.

MARION Sorry.

POLLOCK I’m content.

MARION What will you do now?

POLLOCK I haven’t the faintest idea. [pause] I’ve learnt a lot during 
this strike. I’ve learnt about what moves people. I’ve learnt 
to appreciate the virtues of persistence and dedication. I’ve 
discovered a lot about the Church, too.

MARION The Church?

POLLOCK Yes. Ironic, isn’t it? You spend your whole life in the 
Church and you think you know what it is. Then when 
one section of the community needs the support of 
the Church, it turns its back on them … and then you 
understand it all for the first time. I think I know what real 
socialism might be … now.

MARION We’re going to keep the Bulletin going. Perhaps you could 
do some more writing. 

POLLOCK I’d love to.

MARION Harry Coyne wants to turn it into a labour daily.

POLLOCK Wonderful … I won’t keep you from your work. I’ll drop in 
and see you in a couple of days.



114 Errol O’Neill

MARION Thanks for everything, Reverend.

DUFFNER bursts into the room.

POLLOCK Hello, Paddy.

DUFFNER Hello and goodbye. I’m off to the west, tomorrow morning.

POLLOCK In search of the golden fleece …

DUFFNER Yeah, well, I’m not the sort of bloke who can hang around 
cities for long. [offering his hand] It’s been real nice workin’ 
with you, John.

POLLOCK Best of luck, Paddy. [he shakes DUFFNER’s hand and leaves]

DUFFNER Well, I got my ticket. Charleville, here I come … What’s 
the matter.

MARION Oh, just feeling a bit sad.

DUFFNER Shall I sing the Dies Irae?

MARION Paddy, you can be do bloody insensitive at times.

DUFFNER What?

MARION The way you just bounded in here.

DUFFNER What did I miss?

MARION They got to him. All those middle class Presbyterians at 
Sherwood. He was more or less forced to resign.

DUFFNER A lockout, eh?

MARION Yeah. A lockout … When does your train leave?

DUFFNER Eight o’clock in the mornin’.

MARION I’ll come and see you off.
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DUFFNER Good. Hey, I thought we might go out and get a bite to eat, 
now that the high-class restaurants are no longer black.

MARION I’ve got a lot of work to do.

DUFFNER Ah, give it a rest for one night. The strike’s over.

MARION The strike may be over, but the Bulletin continues. We can’t 
all lead the life of a gay, carefree shearer.

DUFFNER Why not? Come on, lass, let’s take a walk.

MARION No. You stay here and correct these galleys. I’m taking a 
walk. [she picks up some papers and walks to the door. She 
stops and turns to DUFFNER] I’m going up to get the text 
of Harry’s speech. Won’t be long.

DUFFNER sits down to work at the table. His gaze falls on 
the banner ‘SOCIALISM IN OUR TIME’.

DUFFNER Hmph.

SCENE 41 — JOE AND BRIDGET’S COTTAGE
Morning. DUFFNER is getting ready to depart. BRIDGET 
appears with a brown paper bag and some banknotes.

BRIDGET Got everything, Paddy?

DUFFNER Yeah.

BRIDGET Here’s some sandwiches for the train.

DUFFNER Trains eat coal. I might have these myself.

BRIDGET Gonna miss your sense of humour … You forgot your money.

DUFFNER That’s my board.
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BRIDGET Paddy!

DUFFNER Bridge, no arguments.

BRIDGET Five quid?

DUFFNER Rent.

BRIDGET Now, come on.

DUFFNER I always stay at the best pubs. I’ve got a reputation to 
consider. Marion called me a gay, carefree shearer yesterday, 
so I have to act the part.

BRIDGET Joe won’t take it.

DUFFNER It’s not for Joe. It’s for you and her. Get something nice for 
her.

JOE [coming in] I thought you’d try somethin’ stupid, Paddy. 
Now, put it back in your pocket and get goin’.

DUFFNER It’s the law of the bush … ‘mates is them what keeps one purse’ 
… You’re gonna need somethin’ to tide you over. Think of it as 
a loan. Pay me back when you get to Charleville.

BRIDGET What?

DUFFNER Joe could get a job easy, out there. Rouseabout, cook, anything.

BRIDGET Joe, we’ve been through this already.

JOE We were just talkin’ about it … nothin’ serious.

DUFFNER Put me foot in it again, have it?

BRIDGET [good-humouredly] You certainly have, Paddy Duffner. 
Now, get out of here before you miss your train … Is Marion 
going to see you off?

DUFFNER Yeah, she’s gonna meet me at Roma Street … [seeing 
MARION] I tell a lie.
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MARION [coming in] Oh, Paddy, I hoped I’d catch up before you left 
… I brought you a few sandwiches to eat on the train.

DUFFNER I already got the kitchen staff to knock me up a few.

MARION I won’t come to the station. I’ll say goodbye here.

DUFFNER Oh.

MARION Harry sends his regards.

DUFFNER Oh, good.

MARION And something else. [she hands him a parcel] Election 
propaganda. He wants you to put one up at every shed in 
the Warrego electorate.

DUFFNER Can you beat that? Last week he was ready to bite my 
head off.

JOE [sings] ‘Bump me into parliament, bounce me any way at 
all … ’

MARION Yes, I know, but what choice do we have?

Silence.

JOE Well, it was all a bloody miserable failure, wasn’t it?

A long silence.

MARION Paddy, thought you might like to have this. [she hands him 
a book]

DUFFNER ‘The Workingman’s Paradise’ … William Lane. [deeply 
moved] Thank you, Marion. [he opens the fly leaf] But this 
is your own copy.

MARION I want you to have it.

A short pause.
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DUFFNER I wouldn’t mind stayin’ in Brisbane if you thought …

MARION I don’t know … I’ll think about it … I’ll write.

DUFFNER Well, that’s what you’re good at.

BRIDGET Come on, you’ll miss the train.

DUFFNER gathers his things.

DUFFNER Well, a man’d best be off before he sheds a tear and makes a 
fool of himself … [to MARION] Tell Harry I’ll probably see 
him on the election trail. [he leaves]

BRIDGET Cup of tea?

JOE [going inside] Yeah, I could do with one.

BRIDGET Marion?

MARION Mmm?

BRIDGET Cup of tea?

MARION What?

BRIDGET Do you want a cup of tea?

MARION No. No thanks, Bridge, I … [she notices that DUFFNER has 
forgotten COYNE’s leaflets. She picks them up and runs 
after him] Paddy! Wait!
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SCENE 42 — THE ROYAL GEOGRAPHICAL 
SOCIETY IN LONDON

MARY HALL concludes her lecture.

HALL No thoughtful person could imagine for a moment that 
the wearing or not wearing or a small metal badge was the 
real root of the trouble. No, it lay much deeper and was far 
more significant.

Pause.

 I was happy nonetheless to receive a report that in the 
elections held immediately after the general strike, the 
people of Queensland showed great confidence in Premier 
Denham’s strong leadership by re-electing the Liberal 
government. However, the rot had set in. In that election, 
Mr Denham lost six seats in metropolitan Brisbane to the 
Labour Party. In the election three years later, in 1915, 
the whole of Queensland went this way, and the socialists 
came to power.

Pause.

 We, here in Europe, having recently witnessed the 
ravages of Bolshevism in Russia, can only look with 
dread, on behalf of all members of the Empire, to what 
sort of future the people of Queensland can expect, under 
the red flag of socialism.
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SCENE 43 — FINALE
The cast assembles — with red flags, recreating imges of 
the street marches from Part One — to sing selected verses 
of Henry Lawson’s poem ‘FACES IN THE STREET’.

ALL They lie, the men who tell us, for reasons of their own, 
That want is here a stranger, and that misery’s unknown; 
For where the nearest suburb and the city proper meet, 
My window sill is level with the faces in the street — 
Drifting past, drifting past, 
To the beat of weary feet — 
While I sorrow for the owners of those faces in the street.

 Then, like a swollen river that has broken bank and wall, 
The human flood came pouring with the red flags over all, 
And kindred eyes all blazing bright with revolution’s heat, 
And flashing swords reflecting rigid faces in the street. 
Pouring on, pouring on, 
To a drum’s loud threatening beat, 
And the war-hymns and the cheering of the people in 
the street.

 And so it must be, while the world goes rolling round its 
course, 
The warning pen shall write in vain, the warning voice 
grow hoarse, 
But not until a city feels Red Revolution’s feet, 
Shall its sad people miss awhile the terrors of the street —  
The dreadful, everlasting strife 
For scarcely clothes and meet 
In that pent track of living death — the city’s cruel street.

The End



Faces in the Street by Errol O’Neill

121A Playlab Theatre Publication 

Biography 
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 1983, re-printed 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.



122 Errol O’Neill

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.


