(J Norm in the Wars [

During the first four months of 1969 I earned $72. This was in the
form of a cheque from the Twelfth Night Theatre, Brisbane, as
payment in advance for their production of Norm and Ahmed. At
the end of 1968 I had got married and, despite the desperate
financial straits, my wife and I quickly fell back into our pattern
of going to the pub (The Newcastle) and a Chinese restaurant
(The Mandarin) on Friday nights. On the night of 18 April 1969
we came back to our flat at about eleven to a ringing phone, It
was Joan Whalley, artistic director of the Twelfth Night and did
she have a tale to tell! Norman Staines, who played Norm in her

theatre’s production, had been interviewed by detectives from the
Licensing Squad following a performance of the play. He had
been warned that by saying the last line of the play, “fuckin’
boong”, he could be charged with using obscene language. I was
amazed. The following morning the story dominated the front
page of the Courier-Mail. That night Norman Staines uttered the
same line he had been uttering for the week and a half the play
had been running, He was arrested by Detectives Bradbury and
Hooper, taken to the city watch house, and charged. Later, he was
released on bail. Bradbury shook Norm’s hand and said, “I hope
you win your fight.” It was the start of a campaign against
censorship and it spread across three states and the High Court
before it ended in 1970. In the meantime, the play was rarely off
the front pages of the newspapers as the legal moves began.
Firstly, the defence solicitor, Stephen Comino, successfully
argued for a three-week postponement when the case was heard
on 21 April. Then on 24 April the State Attorney-General, Dr
Delamothe, tried to take out an injunction against the theatre
which would prevent the play from being performed in the
interim. The case was heard by Mr Justice Hart in the Supreme
Court. He adjourned the court for twenty minutes and read the
play. Refusing the Attorney-General’s application, the judge said,
“To grant an injunction would have the effect of forbidding an
Australian theatre from displaying some Australians as they
naturally are. I am not inclined to do that.” In his judgement, His
Honour said of the play: “It’s certainly full of very crude
language. It holds up to ridicule Norm, who is a Tobruk Rat,
which wouldn’t do to my way of thinking.” After a heroic struggle
with his impulses, the Justice said he was exercising his discretion
in deciding not to grant the injunction. He was then invited to see
a performance of the play that night. “I'm going to an Anzac
dinner,” said Mr Justice Hart. The play continued unabridged.
At this stage the whole thing looked like a victory for free
speech and a blow against the censorship laws of Australia’s Jeast
liberal state. I had been interviewed and photographed and
presented by the media as a “young iconoclast”, I managed to get
in some good points about an author’s right to call things as he
sees them, but whenever I said that neither Norm nor

ex-servicemen were being lampooned in the play and that it was
not a piece of message drama, my words were never printed. As
far as the press, the judiciary and the defence were concerned, the
play was “an attack on racism”. There was no questioning of
Norm’s reality, verbal or otherwise. No one said “We only have
Norm’s word that he was in Tobruk”; the nature of theatrical
truth was not investigated. It was just not the sort of case where
things like that get discussed. But whatever the artistic
shortcomings might have been, at least the public got to know
that the theatre was alive.

Norman Staines had been charged under the Vagrants and
Gaming and Other Offences Act and he appeared in the Brisbane
Magistrates Court on 12 May. Aiter hearing evidence from Father
Stephen Freshwater, private chaplain to the Anglican Primate of
Australia (“The word in question is in common usage”) and from
Detective-Sergeant Don Bradbury (“I was! shocked™), Mr T.
Barlow SM said he would give a written decision on 23 May. The
confidence of all of us on the anti-censorship side was blown away
when Norm was convicted, fined $15 with $50 professional costs
and allowed thirty days to pay. The decision read in part, “In the
play a number of coarse, vulgar and improper expressions are
used, most, if not all, of which would be offensive to ordinary,
decent-minded persons in our community.” The defence decided
to appeal to the Supreme Court. Norm Staines said, “I will go to
jail if necessary.”

Such True Grit was absent when Norm and Ahmed was
performed in Townsville at the North Queensland Drama Festival
on 14 June. The Townsville Police Chief, Inspector J.E. Osborn,
read the play and decided that much more than the last line
would have to be changed. He told the producin g company, the
Cairns Little Theatre, that he would have men in the Theatre
Royal who would take action if what he considered obscene
phraseology was used. The amateur actors involved agreed to
meet three detectives backstage before the performance and ask
them what they should leave out. About half the play was cut,
including lines like “Ar come on, Ahmed, don’t have a wetty”.
When the drama consultants came to Norm’s description of a
football adversary, “A long thin streak of pelican shit”, they
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