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The Labour History Plays 
of Errol O'Neill,1 Part 2 

John McCollow 

Introduction 

Errol O'Neill (1945-2016) was a 
Brisbane actor, director, short-story 
writer, playwright and social activist. 
Over the period of 1983 to 2011, 
O'Neill wrote five plays dealing with 
various episodes of labour history in 
Queensland. These were: 

Faces in the Street (first performed 
1983)-concerning the Brisbane 
general strike of 1912; 
Popular Front (first performed 
1986)-concerning the labour 
movement (and in particular the 
Communist Party and Queensland 
:MP Fred Paterson) during the 
tumultuous period of 1930 to 
1950; 
On the Whipping Side (first 
performed 1991 )-concerning the 
1891 shearers' strike; 
The Hope of the World (first 
performed 1996)-concerning the 
1985 SEQEB strike; 
Red Soil, White Sugar (first 
performed 2011 )-concerning the 
Isis district sugar strike of 1911. 

This article is the second of two that 
describe and analyse these works, 
which make a valuable contribution 
to our understanding of labour history 

in Queensland in particular and of 
the nature of the labour movement 
generally. As can be seen, the plays 
are listed and will be considered in 
the order that they were written, not in 
chronological order of the events they 
depict. The first article (McCollow, 
2016) dealt with Faces in the Street 
and Popular Front. This article will 
consider On the Whipping Side, The 
Hope of the World, and Red Soil, White 
Sugar. 

On the Whipping Side2 

The 1891 Queensland shearers' strike 
is arguably the most important strike 
in Australian history. It is credited with 
paving the way for the formation of 
the Australian Labor Party and for the 
arbitration system that characterised 
Australia's approach to industrial 
relations for most of the Twentieth 
Century. 
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Striking shearers on the move through the Hughenden district 1891 

The strike was fought over "freedom 
of contract" , with squatters seeking 
to undermine the power of the 
shearers' union and reduce wages, 
while the union sought to enforce 
"closed shops". At the height of the 
dispute, thousands of shearers were 
living in strike camps across central 
Queensland. With the strong support of 
the Tory press3

, the conservative state 
government intervened on behalf of the 
pastoralists and mobilised police and 
military personnel as well as "special 
constables" . As noted by Evans 
(2004, p. 99), 'attempts by unionists 
to intercede with strike-breakers were 
construed by the authorities as acts 
of riot and conspiracy' . As tension 
escalated, there were 'incidents of 
violence . . . committed by both sides 
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(Ibid.) and a number of ' strikers gave 
vent to thinly veiled revolutionary 
sentiments' (Ibid.). 

The judge appointed to try arrested 
strikers, Justice Harding, was ' chosen 
for his reactionary views' (Ibid.), brow
beat the jury into delivering a guilty 
verdict, and dealt harshly with those 
who came before him (Evans, 2004, 
p. 100). Thirteen of the strike leaders 
were convicted of "conspiracy", 
subsequently serving three years hard 
labour. 

As O'Neill (1991, p. 9) observes in his 
Introduction to the play: 

The jailing of the union 
leaders for conspiracy was I 

I 
l 

the event which spelled the 
beginning ofthe end of the strike. 
But what is now clear is that the 
real conspiracy was not among 
the unionists but between the 
Government and the squatters 
and financiers who, during 
1890, a year before the strike, 
developed a plan to cut wages 
and force "freedom of contract" 
upon the workers. It seems that 
the "freedom of contract" issue 
arose not because of the onset 
of tough economic times, as 
has been widely believed, but 
because of a long term plan of 
the conservative forces to crush 
unionism. 

Ultimately, the strike failed due to 
the gaoling of strikers, 'hunger and 
sickness in the camps, and the failure 
of the wider working class movement 
to support it' (Evans, 2004, p. 101). As 
a result, many in the labour movement 
put their faith in political rather than 
industrial organising through the Labor 
Party, and in arbitration as a means 
of settling industrial disputes. The 
prominent socialist William Lane took 
another path, embarking with followers 
to Paraguay to found the ill-fated "New 
Australia" colony. 

According to Svenson (quoted in 
Cooper and Maloney, 1991 , p. 28): 

Themostimportantconsequence 
of the (Shearers') War-but one 
which is frequently overlooked 
[though not by O'Neill]-is 

the dropping of the ALF's 
(Australian Labor Federation) 
socialist objective. In the last 
days of 1891-at a time when 
unionists were at their most 
vocal and belligerent-the 
ALF executive suddenly and 
without explanation drew up a 
new political program which 
omitted all reference to the total 
nationalisation of the means 
of production, distribution and 
exchange. 

As Svenson (Ibid.) notes, the Labor 
Party did, in fact, gain significant 
electoral support and seats in parliament 
following the strike. In 1899, a minority 
government led by Anderson Dawson 
became the first Labor government in 
the world (though it lasted all of six 
days) . 

Historical characters in On the Whipping 
Side include Colonial Secretary Horace 
Tozer, who is accurately depicted as the 
wily chief strategist of the government 
intervention in the strike4

; T.J. Byrnes, 
MLA (and later Premier), who is 
described as ' ambitious and diligent 
in the service of the Government's 
objectives' (O'Neill, 199la, p. 13); 
and Senior Sergeant Dillon, a police 
officer in Clermont who rather enjoys 
throwing his weight around. 

The two most developed characters 
based on historical personages are 
Frederick Fairbairn and William Lane. 
Fairbairn was the manager of Logan 
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Downs station and the youngest · son 
of the pastoralist family with extensive 
property holdings. It was he who, 
on 5 January 1891, read out to the 
shearers the new shearing agreement 
developed by the United Pastoralists' 
Association and stated that it would · 
be the basis for employment on the 
property-arguably the opening salvo 
in the dispute (Huf, 201 0). As drawn by 
O'Neill, Fairbairn presents as likable, 
confident, educated, well-mannered 
and considerate; but also as a man who 
is strongly supportive of the existing 
social order in which he is ensconced 
and convinced of the correctness of the 
pastoralists' cause and tactics. In the 
play, Fairbairn vies for the affection 
of the school teacher, Moira Maguire, 
against the rough-around-the-edges 
young shearer Frank Connolly. 

Lane is portrayed as an eloquent and 
passionate advocate for workers' 
rights and acts as a quasi-commentator 
on the actions in the play. But his 
flaws are also exposed. When Frank 
convinces Lane to visit the shearers' 
camps to boost morale, it is clear that 
Lane's main motivation is to recruit 
subscribers to his South American 
scheme. In one scene Moira disabuses 
Frank of his illusions regarding Lane: 
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Moira: You're in love with Will 
Lane and his rhetoric. It's 
a romantic dream with no 
hope of fulfillment . .. 

Frank: How can you be so sure it 
won't work? 

Moira: Well, for one thing, I've 
seen your attitude to 
Chinese and coloureds. 
And Lane's attitude.5 All 
these western Queensland 
bushmen that he's so proud 
of ... do you think he's 
going to let them look for 
wives among the native 
women? Do you think 
there won't be divisions 
of opinion like there are 
here? One month without 
drink6 and you'll be at each 
other's throats. (O'Neill, 
199la, p. 108) 

On the Whipping Side continues 
O'Neill's exploration of the conflicts 
within the labour movement, but 
this time the conflicts are portrayed 
as occurring as much within the 
characters as between them. Lane is 
shown as a person who is 'fighting for 
political representation and at the same 
time becoming disillusioned with it' 
(O'Neill, 199la, p. 8). In the course of 
the play, Frank moves from infatuation 
with Lane's utopian plans, to support 
for direct action against the troopers, to 
deciding to run for parliament. This last 
decision is questioned by his shearer 
mateMick: 

... You'll find the seats too soft, 
and the whiskey too good, and 
the bush too far away to be real 
. . . And you'll hate yourself. 
Because you'll be thinkin' like a 
manager . .. You'll have stopped 
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Townsville foot infantry in Hughenden during the Shearers Strike 1891 

thinkin' like a worker. (O'Neill, 
1991a, p. 140) 

By the end of the play, Frank and Moira 
have reversed their relative positions 
on Lane's Paraguayan venture: 

Moira: . . . As Will says we can 
'rewrite the history of 
humanity'. (pause) Come 
with me to South America. 

Frank: No, Moira. I don't believe 
in it anymore. I never really 
did. (O'Neill, 1991a, p. 
135) -

On the Whipping Side also continues 
O'Neill 's commitment to writing 
women into labour history. Moira plays 
an important role in the play, wrestling 
with her . conflicting affections for 
Fairbairn and Frank and arguing 
politics with them both. Her sacking 
by the Education Board for 'consorting 
with undesirable elements' is consistent 
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with the way in which female teachers 
were treated well into the next century. 
O'Neill reveals that patriarchy is not 
confined to the conservative side of 
politics in a brief scene between the 
shearer Ned Barry and his wife Evelyn: 

Evelyn: But what about the kids! We 
should be able to plan out 
our lives better than this. 
We've got five children, 
Ned. We have to be able 
to feed them, to live with 
dignity. 

Ned: Until we get justice for the 
working man, there'll be no 
dignity for anybody. 

Evelyn: What about justice for 
working women, Ned? 
Why are these decisions 
always taken by men, when 
they just as surely involve 
us women and kids as well? 

Ned: I don't know love. That's 
the way it is. A man's gotta 
do what he thinks is right at 
the time. (O'Neill, 1991a, 
p. 41) 

The fictional character of Helen, owner 
of the Clermont hotel, is another 
example of O'Neill's capacity to create 
complex and strong female roles. Helen 
is middle-aged, long ago deserted by 
her first love, an itinerant shearer, now 
widowed after a love-less marriage, 
and facing bankruptcy due in part to 
her support for the strikers. Her would
be suitor (and financial saviour), the 
ever optimistic and opportunistic local 
merchant Vincent Porter, who contrives 
to profit from both sides of the conflict, 
seems straight out of a Dickens' novel. 

On the Whipping Side was produced 
by the Royal Queensland Theatre 
Company (RQTC) as a touring 
production in 1991, the centenary year 
of the shearers' strike. The production 
opened in Rockhampton (with Gough 
Whitlam in attendance) and toured 
central and northern Queensland 
before playing in Brisbane. The 
RQTC reported that the play was 
enthusiastically received by ' the 
capacity audiences that packed into 
theatres' in regional centres (RQTC, 
1991). This assessment is borne out by 
the "performance reports" provided by 
the local secretaries of the Queensland 
Arts Council, which were unanimous 
in their praise for the performances 
(QAC, 1991). 

A number of critics were extremely 
positive in their reviews of the 
Brisbane production. Shearer (1991) 
hailed the play as ' an accomplished 
piece' which 'delivered a nicely 
balanced and rather meaty delight'. 
Widdowson (1991 ) found the play 
' lively and entertaining ... an enjoyable 
and effortless way to come to grips 
with historical happenings'. Nemeth 
( 1991) called it ' excellent theatre '. 
Hebden (1991) praised the ' astute 
direction' and 'powerful text'. Pollock 
(1991) described the play as 'heart
warming . .. funny, sad- even tragic . .. 
entertaining and thought-provoking' . 

However, reviewers from three major 
media outlets, The Australian, the 
ABC, and The Bulletin were decidedly 
unenthusiastic. 

Kiemander (1991 ) described O'Neill as 
a 'fact-fetishist ... [who] assumes that 
the events are inherently interesting'. 
For Kiemander, 'the shearers ' strike is 
not a living part of our shared cultural 
heritage . . . the story is just another 
strike narrative'. He concluded that the 
play is 'serious, likeable, enthusiastic, 
admirable, but also limited because 
it doesn 't examine its own Utopian 
assumptions ' . 

Cotes (1991) described the play as 
"worthy" (in inverted commas) and 
acknowledged that it 'deals honestly 
with the dissensions in the ranks of 
the workers'. However, she found that 
'there 's a curious old-fashioned tone 
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to the play. Perhaps . . . the time for 
this kind of straight doco-drama has 
passed'. She felt that the production 
'never comes to life' and that it was 
'not a dramatically gripping play'. 

Gough (1991) stated that while On the 
Whipping Side is 'a meticulous and 
passionate retelling of the story of the 
1891 Queensland shearers' strike' , it is 
'didactic and uncompromisingly black 
and white' . She pondered whether 'the 
reason that O'Neill's plays leave me 
unmoved and even irritated' is because 
'he works so hard to be ideologically 
correct' or 'because most of his 
multiple male characters ... are divided 
so arbitrarily into goodies and baddies'. 

As O'Neill points out, the play is 
capable of being appreciated on a 
number oflevels: 

I intended the play to serve a 
pluralist purpose . . . Some see 
it as an entertaining history 
lesson, some see it as a historical 
analysis of the left, some see it 
as a critical celebration of the 
labour movement. Others see 
it as an interesting story about 
interesting characters. (O'Neill, 
199lb) 

However, O'Neill admits that in his 
plays he tries 'to make the political 
background as intrusive as possible' 
(quoted in Riley, 1996a). The less than 
stellar reviews perhaps reflect that 
many theatre-goers do not expect or 
look forward to critically evaluating 
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social and political issues when they 
go to a show. As O'Neill observed, 'a 
lot of well-meaning people ... actually 
never analyse the [capitalist] system' 
(quoted in Yallamas, 1996); a good 
proportion of these may not thank 
a playwright whose plays challenge 
them to do just that. 

Second, a significant number of 
theatre-goers are not particularly 
knowledgeable about or sympathetic 
to left politics. While they may be 
attracted to 'an interesting story about 
interesting characters ', their interest 
in the ideological conflicts of left is 
probably negligible. One suspects 
that they tend to see all on the left as 
of a kind (and allegedly portrayed 
as 'goodies' by O'Neill). That might 
explain why despite the fact that On the 
Whipping Side explicitly deals with the 
various and conflicting assumptions of 
labour movement activists, Kiemander 
thought these assumptions had been 
left unexplored. 

On the Whipping Side was published in 
1991 by Playlab Press. The publication 
includes a foreword by Aubrey Mellor 
(who directed the RQTC production) 
and an introduction by the playwright, 
who also provides a bibliography 
of relevant historical sources. The 
publication includes photos and 
sketches related to the shearers' 
strike. The Queensland Arts Council 
produced very useful "teacher's notes" 
to accompany the play (Cooper and 
Maloney, 1991). The play is currently 

in print and available from Playlab 
Press. 

The Hope of the Worltf 

In 1985 the South East Queensland 
Electricity Board (SEQEB) announced 
that it intended to make use of contract 
and casual labour. The Electrical Trades 
Union (ETU) saw this as reduction in 
working conditions and a precursor 
to de-unionising and privatising 
the industry and called a strike of 
linesmen. In response, the Queensland 
government sacked over 1000 SEQEB 
staff who were members of the ETU. In 
support of the sacked workers, power 
station operators, who were members 
of the Municipal Officers Association 

(MOA), reduced power supplies 
causing blackouts across southern 
Queensland. The government declared 
a "state of emergency" (which was in 
effect for a month) and took measures 
to significantly increase penalties for 
individuals and organisations engaging 
in industrial action or protest. It sought 
and obtained the deregistration as 
a state union of the ETU. It passed 
legislation to facilitate greater use of 
contract and casual staff. Hundreds of 
people were arrested for protesting at 
rallies. Eventually, the strike was called 
off with the unions weakened and 
without the workers being re-instated 
(though the workers did receive some 
compensation in the early 1990s 
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with the election of the Goss Labor 
Government). 

The Hope of the World was first 
produced in Brisbane by the 
Queensland Theatre Company8 in 
1996 (interestingly, the year that the 
National/Liberal Coalition returned to 
government). 

The Hope of the World is unique among 
O'Neill's labour history plays in at least 
two ways. First, it is about a labour 
dispute which most of the audience 
would have lived through, even if they 
hadn't participated in it, and in which 
he had some involvement. As reported 
on the Workers Bush Telegraph website 
(2016) O'Neill stood 'in protest, with 
many other believers, on a pubic 
footpath outside an electricity depot in 
Taringa'. 

Second, although historical figures are 
alluded to, in The Hope of the World all 
of the characters are fictional. Further, 
the play does not go into specific details 
about the strike; that it is about the 
SEQEB dispute is never specifically 
acknowledged in the script, and the 
events in it could be said to parallel the 
historical events more than to depict 
them. 

The Hope of the World is also the labour 
history play that comes the closest to 
a mainstream dramatic work. There 
is a relatively small cast and while 
political issues remain important, there 
is a greater emphasis than in the other 
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plays on personalities and personal 
relationships. Jim and his wife Clare 
are at a crisis point in their marriage 
when Clare's former lover Red appears 
after a prolonged absence interstate 
and attempts to restart his romance 
with Clare. The strained relationship 
between the striker's wife Maureen 
and her mother Shirley is also explored 
at some length. In a media interview, 
O'Neill stated, 'The Hope of the World 
is as much about relationships and a 
struggling marriage as a union dispute' 
(Gold Coast Bulletin, 1996). 

There are also continuities, echoes 
and parallels between The Hope 
of the World and O'Neill's earlier 
plays. The most important is that the 
characters reflect a cross section of 
labour, occupying different places in its 
struggles, trying to make sense of the 
world, carving out different ideologies 
and strategies, arguing with each other 
and with themselves. O'Neill stated 
that the play: 

. . . deals with some issues 
which I think are universal to 
humanity to · do with personal 
and political life The 
personal and political conflicts 
in the play are about locating 
the enemy. Is the enemy out 
there or internal? How much 
is the enemy our own inability 
to come to terms with the real 
struggle we are involved in? 
(quoted in Yallamas, 1996) 

I 

I 

Union secretary Jim, a former firebrand 
who now seeks an achievable, 
"realistic" outcome from the dispute 
and harbours parliamentary ambitions 
within the Labor Party, can be seen as 
a 1980's counterpart of Harry Coyne in 
Faces in the Street. Red Morrison, the 
journalist who holds on to his socialist 
principles, albeit from the relative safe 
position of interested onlooker and 
with a view to maximising his own 
advantage, is in some ways a more 
modem (and less sober) version of 
the William Lane of On the Whipping 
Side. The brash and committed but 
politically naive rank and file activist 
Len O'Donnell9 has parallels with 
Joe Regan of Faces in the Street and 
Frank Connolly of On the Whipping 
Side. Social worker Clare Dixon 
recalls teacher Moira Maguire in On 
the Whipping Side and house-wife 
Maureen O'Donnell recalls house-wife 
Evelyn Barry of On the Whipping Side. 

As in his earlier plays, 0 'Neill employs 
humour strategically in The Hope of 
the World, both as a means of relieving 
the emotional and political tensions 
inherent in the drama and as illustrative 
of the Australian character. 

Another interesting continuity 
is the use of a quasi-narrator/ 
commentator-a feature of all of 
O'Neill's labour history plays. In The 
Hope of the World, commentary is 
provided by conservative radio talk
back host Shirley Condon (who is Len 
O'Donnell's mother-in-law). Shirley 

parallels the character of Mary Hall 
in Faces in the Street. Unlike Mary 
Hall, however, Shirley's situation has a 
poignancy of its own: 

Even though she has fought a 
personal life-long struggle-an 
alcoholic husband and bringing 
up a daughter who resents her, 
Shirley is still blinded by a 
sense of loyalty to the status 
quo. At the close of the play, 
she is still isolated and alone. 
(Dunne, 1996) 

Most of O'Neill's labour history plays 
depict the heavy-handed brutality with 
which Queensland police have enforced 
"public order", violated civil rights and 
suppressed dissent. The portrayal of 
the operations of Queensland Special 
Branch in The Hope of the World is 
particularly stark. 

Critical reaction to The Hope of the 
World followed the pattern described 
above in relation to On the Whipping 
Side-the views of those who found 
it compelling jostling with the views 
of those who found it too political 
and didactic. Kelly (1996) called it 'a 
courageous, important play'. Riley 
(1996b) stated that it was 'stimulating, 
challenging and thoughtful . . . a 
political and theatrical experience not 
to be missed'. Galloway (1996) stated 
that the play 'contains some of the 
most passionate political writing to be 
heard on the stage for some time ... the 
passion of it sweeps you along'. Hope 
(1996) considered it 'a faultlessly 
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written production' that should receive 
'nothing but praise' . Baldwin (1996) 
described the play as 'meaty material 
. . . which is Queensland in its heart, 
universal in its soul'. Cotes (1996) 
found it to be 'a powerful story of 
victimisation and betrayal' . 

Brown (1996), on the other hand, 
felt that 'there is just way too much 
"debate" about "issues"', while Haxton 
(1996) faulted the play's 'over-reliance 
on political rhetoric' . Gough (1996) 
thought that O'Neill had matured as 
a playwright since writing On the 
Whipping Side and was not so tied 
down 'to the facile polarities of Left 
and Right'. She thought that The Hope 
of the World was 'more complex and 
therefore more honest' than O'Neill's 
earlier plays. However, she felt that 
'every now and then, the agitprop 
creeps back in'. 

A number of critics commented on 
the potential audience response to 
the play's politics. Galloway (1996) 
felt that 'there is no doubt that The 
Hope of the World will alienate a fair 
section of its audience'. Cotes (1996) 
concurred, opining that 'its unashamed 
partisanship [will] polarise the 
audiences'. Kelly (1996) described the 
play as 'uncompromising- to some, 
perhaps, alienating'. Hebden (1996) 
appeared to include herself in this 
category, asking: 'Do we really need 
to go back and relive the indignities of 
those years? The past is the past and 
resurrecting it doesn't mend bridges' . 
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Almost as if in response, Cotes ( 1996) 
wrote: 

The Hope of the World is a brave 
attempt to remind us of a part of 
Queensland history that needs 
to be remembered, and if it does 
nothing else, it will generate 
heated post-performance 
discussion on both sides of the 
political fence. 

That would be an outcome, it can be 
surmised, that would well-please 
O'Neill. 

The Hope of the World has not been 
published. 

Red Soil, White Sugar 

Red Soil, White Sugar, the least known 
and most recent of O'Neill's labour 
history plays (and the only one about 
a union "victory"), was originally 
produced as a local production for 
the centenary of the sugar strike in 
20 11 in Childers (as part of the Crush 
Festival).10 Red Soil, White Sugar has 
not to date been produced in a major 
centre. 

Red Soil, White Sugar marked a return 
by O'Neill from the more intimate 
setting of The Hope of the World to the 
more historically detailed and sweeping 
style of Faces in the Street and On the 
Whipping Side. There is a large cast of 
historical and fictional characters and a 
chorus that (along with a newsboy who 
calls out headlines as he peddles his 
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papers) interjects commentary, poetry 
and song throughout the action of the 
play. The play opens with a rousing 
scene in which unionists, growers and a 
chorus of various townsfolk sing about 
their individual concerns (growers 
about rain and beetles, unionists about 
pay and overwork), then join together 
to sing "It's all about the sugar". 

The Queensland sugar industry strike of 
1911 occurred in the wake of the laws 
brought in after federation prohibiting 
the use of South Sea Islander labour in 
cane fields or sugar mills (as part of the 
"White Australia Policy"). Previously, 
extensive use had been made of 
this cheap source of labour (under 
conditions amounting to little more 
than slavery-see Saunders, 1982). The 
new workforce sought improved wages 
(30s per week) and an eight-hour day, 
and by 1911 they were ready to strike 

to achieve these goals. The Colonial 
Sugar Refinery (CSR) resisted and 
brought in non-union labourers. The 
sugar workers were supported by other 
unions, most significantly waterside 
workers who refused to load non-union 
sugar. The CSR was supported (with 
some exceptions) by sugar growers. In 
the end, the strike achieved recognition 
of the union, a few improvements in 
conditions11 and the establishment of a 
Royal Commission which established 
a standard wage structure for the 
industry. 

As Saunders (1982, p. 172) observes: 

During the strike, the dynamics 
of conflict between small 
growers and wealthy millers; 
between millworkers and the 
millers; between field labourer, 
cane-cutter and the farmer-
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emphasized the basic problems 
of the economic and class 
structure within the industry ... 

Conflict was inevitable when 
white employees would no 
longer assume the persona of 
servants, while many employers 
were still comfortable in the 
role of "master". 

Childers, the setting for Red Soil, White 
Sugar, was a significant centre in the 
strike. When sixty-five workers at 
the Childers mill struck in June, they 
were issued with notices for breach 
of contract. The court cases related 
to these matters raised fundamental 
questions about the master/servant 
relationship. Initially, the local 
magistrate dismissed the charges on 
the basis that the Masters and Servants 
Acts of 1861 did not apply. The CSR 
appealed to the High Court. 'The High 
Court judges failed to agree on whether 
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the Acts applied and referred it back 
to the Childers' Magistrates Court for 
redetermination' (Armstrong, 1983, p. 
108). The 'grave legal doubts [that] 
were expressed as to the validity of 
the legislation in this area' seriously 
undermined the position of employers 
(Saunders, 1982, p. 180). 

In July, a group of strikers met a train 
arriving in Childers carrying two Labor 
MLAs who had come to address them, 
but passengers also included a number 
of strike-breakers. In the last scene of 
Act One, O'Neill (2011, pp. 35-40) 
depicts how the situation descended 
into chaos when police attempted to 
arrest one of the unionists. Act Two 
opens with the newsboy and chorus 
chanting and singing sensationalist 
news reports of the incident: 'Railway 
station riot' , 'Police battle mob' , 
'Childers a police garrison town' , 
'Disorder, anarchy' (Ibid., pp. 41-43). 

Historical characters depicted in the 
play include conservative Queensland 
MLA Edward Swayne, Queensland 
Labor MLA Myles Ferricks, CSR 
general manager Edward Knox and 
Federal Labor Attorney General and 
acting Prime Minister, Billy Hughes. 
Hughes acted on behalf of the strikers 
in two significant ways: as a Labor 
Government Minister, he threatened 
to remove protection for the sugar 
industry if the wage demands were not 
met; and as president of the Waterside 
Workers' Federation, he imposed a 
ban on handling of non-union sugar 

(Armstrong, 1983, p. 107). T.J. Ryan 
makes a brief appearance as a barrister 
in the breach of contract case. 12 

The main fictional characters in the play 
are Red, a young cane cutter, new to the 
industry and to trade unionism, who is 
none-the-less thoroughly committed 
to the strike; Max a sugar grower and 
Alice, Max's independently-minded 
daughter. There are a number of minor 
characters, such as various workers 
and coppers, the union organiser Felix 
McNabb, and the local shopkeeper, 
Florence Gilbert. One memorable 
character is the anti-union ganger, Bob 
McPherson, whose verbal exchanges 
with the strikers deliver humour and 
vitriol from both sides. 

O'Neill picks up on some interesting 
tensions on both sides of the dispute. 
Amongst the sugar growers there was 
some sympathy for the unionists, whose 
claim was seen to be fairly reasonable. 
As Saunders (1982, p. 174) points 
out, the labour movement was aware 
of the precarious position of smaller 
growers, who were being gouged by 
CSR and faced being blacklisted at 
their local mills if they were seen to be 
supporting the unionists . This situation 
is exemplified in the play by the 
character of Max, a sugar grower who 
toes the CSR line and whose daughter 
Alice becomes romantically involved 
with Red. 

On the workers' side, the union had 
to manage tensions between "gun" 

cane cutters who were happy to work 
on results-based contracts (with no 
specification of hours) and the ordinary 
cutters and mill hands who wanted 
standard hours and standard rates of 
pay. It also had to deal with the question 
of "alien labour". Saunders (1982, 
p. 172) emphasises the 'violently 
expressed racial antagonisms' of the 
unionists, which acted 'to obscure the 
wider issues of class consciousness 
and solidarity'. The brunt of this was 
directed at Melanesians and at Italian, 
Chinese and Japanese labourers who 
had been brought in as strike-breakers. 
In the play, the workers discuss race 
issues at a union meeting. O'Neill 
accurately portrays the position of the 
unionists (and that the views expressed 
by the character Red were very much a 
minority view), but he does not capture 
the viciousness of their racism: 

Red: There's a lot of Islanders 
still here, workin' in 
the industry. Asiatics, 
coloureds. I've met some of 
' em. Hard workers, just like 
us. 

Felix: We went through all 
this ten years ago. 

Red: Still doesn't make it right. 
Socialism means the 
brotherhood of humanity 
doesn't it? Asiatics and 
other aliens do the same 
work, they should get the 
same pay .. . 

Dickson: We're fighting for 
our own brotherhood. 
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Let them organise for 
themselves .. . 

Felix: Let's have the brotherhood 
of man by all means, but we 
have to keep demarcation 
between different races .. . 
It took us years to get rid 
of the Kanakas. And we've 
still got a big struggle ahead 
of us if we don't want to 
work for Kanaka wages. 

Thommo: When the first black 
gets a union ticket, my 
resignation '11 be the next 
item of business. (O'Neill, 
2011, pp. 14-15) 

In one of the play's closing scenes, 
the workers debate the announcement 
by the union that the strike has been 
settled. Many are angry that they were 
not consulted about the decision and 
disappointed with the less than optimal 
outcome. Felix, the union organiser, 
runs with the official union line-this 
is a victory and 'the best we can hope 
for' (O'Neill, 2011, p. 76). But others 
want to defy the union and stay out 
on strike. Red, who shares their anger, 
reluctantly comes to the view that, 'a 
strike is only a strike, not a revolution; 
that'll have to wait ' (Ibid.). 

The play ends, in a scene reminiscent of 
the ending of Faces in the Street, with 
the chorus singing a musical adaptation 
of Henry Lawson's "Something 
Better", ending with the line: "Tis the 
hope of something better that will save 
us in the end'. 
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Musical Play based on Red Soil White 
Sugure, in Childers in 2016 

Red Soil, White Sugar has not been 
published. 

Conclusion 

The labour plays of Errol O'Neill are 
important contributions to and valuable 
documents of Queensland theatre 
and labour history. It is extremely 
regrettable that of the five plays, only 
one is in print as of late 2016. That two 
of the plays have never been published 
and are therefore inaccessible even 
in library collections is even more 
disturbing. It is to be hoped that the 
plays will be published and performed 
in the future. 

It is perhaps most appropriate to close 
by giving the last say about his work to 
the playwright himself: 

I don't think I am any less of an 
artist, writer or actor because 
I have a dominant political 
motive .. . I would not like to be 
seen as a neutral artist. There is 
no such thing as neutral art. All 
art is political. Even if you deny 
its political nature you get used 
by the system in certain ways. 
The more control you have over 
how your product gets used, the 
more effective you can be .. . 

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 . .. 

I value the intellectual critical 
side of . . . [theatre]. I have 
always tried to get inside the 
plays, writing and developing 
them, researching the material 
and presenting it as an offering: 
here is my view expressed in a 
dramatic form about this bit of 
history or this political reality or 
issue. I offer it to the audience 
for their enjoyment and 
edification. (quoted in Riley, 
1996a) 
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Notes 

The author would like to thank Mary 
Kelly who kindly provided access to Errol 
O'Neill 's papers. 

2 "'On the Whipping Side" is a shearing 
term meaning the last stage of the shearing 
of the fleece. The shearer first takes off the 
belly wool (which is usually dirty and full 
of grass seeds) the shears down one side 
(the "long blow"), then turns the sheep over 
for the final stage (the "whipping side") so 
that the fleece will come off in one piece ' 
(Cooper and Maloney, 1991, p. 17). It is 
also the title of the shearers' song sung at the 
commencement of the play. 

3 'The Brisbane Courier maintained a 
constant stream of distorted reports alleging 
widespread violence and drunkenness at the 
strike camps' (Fitzgerald, quoted in Cooper 
and Maloney, 1991 , p. 32). 

4 Premier Samuel Griffith ' ordered in the 
military; but it was ... Tozer who actually 
ran the campaign' (Evans, 2004, p. 99). · 

5 Lane was thoroughly racist. His first novel, 
White or Yellow? A Story of the Race-War of 
A.D. 1908, is described as ' a racist polemic' 
(Souter, 1983) and the journal he co-founded, 
The Boomerang, was strongly supportive of 
a "white Australia" and disparaging of non
whites. 

6 Lane was a teetotaller. 
7 The title refers to the longstanding slogan in 

the Australian labour movement, 'The unity 
oflabour is the hope of the world ' . 

8 By this time, the company had ceased to the 
use the term "Royal" in its title . 

9 At one point in the play Len is accused of 
being a "Trotskyite" . He responds ' I don't 
even know what a Trotskyite is ' (O'Neill, 
1996, p. 38). 

10 The play was developed as a part of the 
Regional Stages project, a joint initiative 
of the Community Partnerships Section of 
the Australia Council and the Bundaberg 
Regional Council. In 2016, Tony Carey, 
who had written the music for the 2011 
production, adapted the play as a musical 
entitled RaW, which was also produced in 
Childers with a local cast. 

11 Millworkers in the main achieved an 
outcome of30s for a 48 hour week, but field 
workers in the main did not. 

12 Ryan, later Labor Premier, represented 
the defendants in the case. The Ryan 
Government rescinded the Masters and 
Servants Acts in 1916 (Saunders, 1982, 

p. 182). 
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