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Speaker’s Place, The Domain
1970
The Domain is always likened to Speaker’s Corner in London’s Hyde Park. To me, a soapbox at Hyde Park’s Speaker’s Corner is like getting a show on Broadway!
The Domain is a field the size of several football ovals, lined with Morton Bay Fig Trees. The State Parliament House backs onto it, the right wing of the Mitchell Library overlooks it and it’s the front-yard of the Art Gallery of New South Wales. 

Speaker’s Place got started around 1912 when William Chidley got on a soapbox and taught that erectile intercourse is rape. He was periodically detained on suspicion of lunacy and indecent language (for using the word ‘penis’ in public). They stuck him in Callan Park Mental Hospital, where he was locked up by people who were afraid of free speech. 
That’s what I’ll believe in now, Free Speech. Let that be my cause. It fits in with everything. Let racists say what they really think so that the public can see how disgusting they are and the case closes itself. 

Salli introduced me to the Domain, as she did St Vinnies, the Wahroonga tip, Paddy’s Market and PACT Folk. Me, Salli, Jane Bowler and others often drift around the Domain on our way to something else, perhaps the NSW Art Gallery or poetry and music at Kings Cross. Having got the drift of all the free Sunday entertainment in the city on a Sunday, I can’t keep away. 

I get off at Wynyard Station, head down Hunter Street past the In Shoppe, through Castlereagh Street past the John & Merrivale shop, across to the chess players in Hyde Park, past the Archibald Fountain, along Art Gallery Road, past the statue of Robbie Burns and when I see the Morton Bay Fig trees – I know I’ve arrived.

There are preachers, poets and musicians every Sunday and it’s mostly free, except for Webster who wants a 20¢ donation for his mimeographed weekly commentary sheet. He questions everything – church, Government, war, the Pope, sexual repression, anti-gay laws, racism - you name it, he’s against it. He slices up anybody who disagrees. He makes them look silly. Webster says anarchy has nothing to do with violence and chaos, it’s just a healthy disrespect for church and state. Salli has a crush on him.
‘One of the faults of Christianity,’ taunts Webster, ‘is they’ve not only made sex filthy – they’ve degraded woman!’

To a Protestant who is being a bit staunch, Webster says, ‘Well, you’re a real plonker - your religion only exists because King Henry VIII wanted to have a root’ and the poor bugger goes red. (Except that when Webster says ‘root’ he has a Pommy way of turning it into ‘woot’. Yes, he’s a Pom, he’s spoken at Speaker’s Corner in Hyde Park. And because of my beardette and twirled moustache he calls me ‘D’Artagnon’.)
Sister Ada is another speaker I always check out. She beats a tambourine, sings and talks about Jesus Christ. I don’t know what she’d do if someone actually accepted whatever she’s on about. 

Heavenly sunshine, Jesus is mine,

Oh what a foretaste of glory divine…♫

But for a group of bikers who stand around her with folded arms, Sister Ada would be easy to heckle,. They heckle Sister Ada any time they like, but if we do it we’re running a risk. I don’t know why, but they protect her. 

The Communist Party of Australia also has a weekly stand. Mao badges are all the rage. I’m only interested in Communist paraphernalia, not its substance. 

The Australian Nazis too have a presence. There are less than 10 and they’re thick, boorish and almost self-consciously living up to their cliché, so they’re fun. We look forward to their rah-rah-rahs with the crowd yelling for them to shut up. Sure the Nazis want the Jews killed, but that’s such a stupid proposition to the Love Generation that no one takes Nazism seriously. In fact we provoke them into causing more and more offense. We really appreciate their effort to dress up in regalia, bovver boots, tatts, swastikas, red & black.

Somewhere around 3.00 we hear the Hara Krishnas winding their way from the Hyde Park end of the Domain. Most speakers can’t be bothered competing and stop talking until the racket is over and done. The string of Hare Krishnas wind their way through everyone else’s act like a long caterpillar. They chant, chank tiny cymbals, a guy plays an Indian drum which he carries around his neck. It sounds good to me.
‘What do you call that drum?’ I ask, tipping my bowler as he drifts past.

‘A Mring Dunnum’ is what I think he says.

The arrival of the Krishnas is their best bit, everything else about their act is boring, because they chant the mantra over and over, that’s all they do.
Anyway, it’s back to printing my poems for me, with a few drawings because Pye invites me to draw cartoons for his new Scope magazine. I bring my ‘Rags’ sign to the Domain, wear the bowler hat – and after talking to the crowd about ‘nothing’ (or Nihilism, as Christians call it) I wander through asking the punters to pay me ‘any price’ per copy. Most people give 20¢ and I sell out each time. Maybe I should be a poet instead of a postman. 

*

Next week Allan gets away from his family and joins me on the Nothing Stand. 

I recite, he strums, then we sing a couple of the songs we used to play in his bedroom (or mine) and when we run out of songs we sing hymns, changing the words a bit and making people laugh.  
Nero my god to thee…♫
Cops are wandering through the crowd, arriving at my stand just as Allan is down on his knees strumming power chords and me singing, Met him at a party and my heart stood still – da doo ron ron ron, da doo ron ron. somebody told me his name was Bill…! missing the note by a mile certainly gets their attention.

‘And now for a Christmas carol,’ I confidently announce. Allan plays the intro and together we sing:

We wish you a merry syphilis

We wish you a merry syphilis

We wish you a merry syphilis

And a happy gonorrhoea - ♫

The cops suddenly interrupt, we stop mid-syphilis and the crowd moves closer to listen in.

‘Playing musical instruments isn’t allowed in the Domain’, says the young cop.

‘Er – hello? Twenty yards away seems to be fine!’ 
The Christians are strumming just over the way, the Krishnas are beating their drums - did I mention what the Nazis are saying about Asians? Yet the cops pick on Allan & me. Why?

Either we stop or we’re arrested. ‘No further argument’, says the shorter of the two. 
‘Live with it, Lowell,’ says Allan, keeping his head down. 

*

Its not just Allan who hears about my Rags stand, heaps of friends turn up over the following weeks. Dallas, cousin Stewart and Clayton - who frequently shows up with one of his several Jennys that are now a regular part of his life. Then Stewart starts bringing his guitar so that Dallas has a backing to sing a few songs. 

Then I join them, and pretty soon the three of us are performing regularly, to a point where we get asked to perform in coffee shops, folk venues, parties and lots of Seventh-day Adventist concerts. Dallas is the golden voice, Stewart harmonises and plays 12-string guitar, and I write most of the songs and play 6-string acoustic. We sing whenever we feel like it, or when nothing else is happening and – as the Domain audience is transitory – no one cares if we repeat songs. 

I am a poor wayfaring strangler…♫

Sometimes Dallas recites a Bill Cosby comic monologue, sometimes I sing by myself, Sometimes Clayton recites a poem, like Robbie Burns’ My Love Is Like A Red Red Rose. Sometimes people from the audience ask to sing, like an American sailor who plays blues songs like Cocaine. 

Today a guy who usually runs his own stand - John the Magnificent - wanders over and joins us. John has heaps of hair and wears black tails with jeans. No one knows him except me, we performed together spontaneously two weeks ago after which he invited me to his pre-Domain Sunday picnics in the Botanical Gardens.

I announce ‘John the Magnificent’ and he walks out of the audience reading a poem:

a crow flies with salt weighing down his tail

a little boy runs past him

taste him eat him love him

soop poop birdy calls the lad, soop poop…

Then he pulls out a fiddle which he doesn’t play conventionally and he makes squealing noises with the bow. Soop poop! Wow! Squeal! He’s my kind of muso! Next I’m jamming with him on guitar, Clayton looks impressed, Stewart doesn’t seem to want to get involved and Dallas says it’s okay. Then I go back to selling my poems while John carries on.

‘Hi Clayton,’ I say, when I join him in the crowd, ‘hi Jenny’.

‘This one’s not Jenny,’ he smiles. ‘This is Tina’.
‘Good heavens!’
A guy from school called Genna Levitch shows up with his friend Alex Djordjevic – who says he’s got a few poems he’d like to read too. ‘Okay, I respond, ‘we’ve got a busy half hour coming up, do it after that. Meanwhile you could really help by walking around and selling my poems…’. They say okay, so I give them a bundle, ‘Thanks heaps, I’ve got to make an announcement before I lose the crowd’.

‘Ladies and genitals, next - a poem from Byron, who is with us today because he’s been called up by the Army. He’s got to show up in three days time to die that we may live…let’s hear it for Byron Gilmour disguised as himself! And remember folks to celebrate the Armed Services we’re going to cut off his long blond hair a bit later. Go Byron!’ Applause, so Byron goes:

Why are people, people

Why are men, men

Why did God create us?

Why oh why, amen.

‘Yay! Thanks very much Byron, we’ll have one more reading, then John the Magnificent will pour plastic worms on some lucky woman - yes, YOU!’ I point to a semi-attractive woman in the crowd, ‘Is it okay if we cover you with plastic worms?’

Seeming slightly confused, she nods yes. 

‘Thanks. Make your way down the front - and while we’re getting ready, Conrad Blakeman will read his own work. Come on – clap!’ Conrad dresses like a serious writer. No bowler hat, no tails.

‘This is called Afternoon Light. You,
Italian woman

with sweaty armpits…

While he’s reciting John and I work out the plastic worms act, which is next. 

‘Walk on and lie down, that’s all you’ve got to do,’ I tell the woman. ‘I’ll be playing guitar while John chucks these Styrofoam worms all over you. Are you okay about that?’

‘Sure.’

…but you are not lifeless

you think of momma and poppa

of your Leichhardt tenement

and visions of ringing laughter.

‘Yay! Big hand for Conrad. He didn’t want to do it but we made him! Thanks mate. After this we’re cutting Byron’s long blonde hair as a sacrifice for the Army that he’s gonna join in three days. Aren’t our governments great? My cousin Ken went to Vietnam, he’s back now. His mind isn’t but his body is! And now for John the Magnificent & his Plastic Worms! Come on, clap! Git into it! Hey you,’ I point to someone wandering off, ‘don’t go over to Webster’s stand. We need you here to applaud us! Okay folks, let’s go!’

First, the woman lies at my feet, next I unwind the strings a bit to ensure my guitar is properly out of tune, I adjust the bowler and begin playing lead guitar with a pair of scissors for a plectrum. Out leaps John, dancing and chanting:

Cold plastic candy bars

James Joyce punctuation

Photographic prints…

Out come the Styrofoam worms, which he flicks into the air, then at the audience, and finally on the woman lying there. He pours worms over her breasts, her tummy and her legs while reciting,

…Prince of darkness

came up, ate candy striped barber pole

DW Griffiths Intolerance 1916

all the grand dukes

bowed and scraped…
My guitar screeches nicely through all this,

…the hair from the stubbly chin…

Worms fly into the air and the audience starts throwing them back, until eventually I put the guitar down, gather the stray worms in a pile, together John and I cover her entirely until finally – as a closing piece - we cover her face with worms. 

John takes a big bow and the woman stands proudly, takes an even bigger bow. ‘C’mon – clap!’ I urge. They do, they really do. 

‘Next we’re cutting Byron’s hair and Stewart will sing while we’re getting that ready. Snip snip snip.’

Stewart sings a ballad while Clayton and Tina lend a fold-out chair for Byron to sit in like a victim. I get the scissors and John keeps coming up with ideas about how to do crazy haircuts, until Byron looks positively scared. 

‘Guys, guys, I don’t want to go through with it.’

‘Whaat!’

‘You’re not going to cut it sensibly, I can tell…’, moans Byron, withdrawing. ‘I’m not letting you cut my hair.’

‘Now he tells us! Shit! Stewart’s winding up the song! I don’t want to lose the crowd. Quick, what’s next? John – let’s do your political campaign. And while you’re getting ready Dallas, Stewart and me will do Wayfaring Strangler again…stay there Stewart!’ I call out after his final chord. ‘We’re joining you!’ 

I tune the guitar and walk on, ‘Ladies and gentle genitals, Alex will recite after this…’ and Dallas, Stewart and I sing while John warms up the fiddle, which is made in China, cost $12 and he can’t play violin. 
Even though there is no coming election, we play John the Magnificent’s political campaign, like we did the first time we met. John chants his political message while I play a 12-bar sequence in E with a B7 turnaround. John calls it his Musical Manifesto,

‘No other politician has a musical manifesto!’ Off he goes.
Sack all politicians

Sack all of our leaders

Get rid of the government

The musical manifesto blues…

After 10 minutes of this, during which John and I walk around and through our audience, and other speakers’ audience too, it becomes my turn to spruik. 

‘Every-botty vote for this man and he will give you nothing - which is more than you get from most politicians!’ 

Then Dallas says he’ll sing, Stewart grabs his 12-string and I convert the Musical Manifasto into Kansas City, which Stewart feels comfortable singing. 

And so it goes until a short guy stands up in the back of the crowd. His clothes are quite striking on a Sunday, black suit, white shirt, black tie and black hat. There’s something mean about his outfit, especially his Hitler-style moustache.

I’m reading:

black is the only indestructible belief

the only true faith

in fact

after all is all & has destroyed all

there ever will be

there will still remain

only remain

black

black

black 

and this guy pulls out a hand gun and levels it straight between my eyes.

I don’t duck, I don’t weave, I don’t shout for help, I don’t move, I just stop reading. 

He pulls the trigger, 
click.

Dallas, Clayton, John the Magnificent and I laugh with relief. 

I rush up to him, ‘You might have shot me, ha ha ha, who are you?’
*
One Saturday night, while wandering along Macleay Street, we come across a building called the Yellow House. We walk in and talk to the people, all artists. They like us, they get us to join them painting the walls. ‘Who’s place is this?’ I ask.

‘Martin Sharp.’

‘Can I meet him?’

‘Okay.’

*

Later, I tell Robbie all this over the phone, she’s not impressed. 

She says, ‘I’m not sure I want to marry someone who brags about narrowly escaping arrest and thinks getting shot between the eyes is funny. Are you quite mad?’ 

