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FORGING AHEAD was originally commissioned  
by New Theatre, Sydney. 
 
Further work was undertaken as part of Playworks’  
National Script/Writer development program. 
 
The first performance was given by students  
in the Power of Performance program  
at Actors Centre Australia in November, 2008,  
directed by the writer. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
FORGING AHEAD is set in Australia  
in two separate time frames: 1818 and 2001. 
 
 
1818 marked the 30th anniversary of the British 
occupation of New South Wales as a convict colony 
(arguably the first case of “illegal immigration.”) 
 
Governor Macquarie’s incumbency was providing 
opportunities for free settlers and emancipists.  
The Bank of NSW had been founded the previous year, 
creating stronger business confidence  
and also new opportunities for forgery.  
The first single female Jewish settler arrived  
at this time (giving a context for Tova’s journey  
in the play) and the construction of Hyde Park 
barracks was not yet completed, meaning that  
the convict character Izzy Lazarus could still  
get away with flouting night-time curfews. 
 
2001 will surely be remembered as a landmark year  
in Australian political history. Of course there 
were the ramifications of 9/11, but as significant 
in the cementing of Australian attitudes were  
the Tampa crisis, the Children Overboard affair,  
the sinking of the SIEV X, and the use the Liberal 
government made of these events in mounting  
a pre-election scare campaign.  
And on these issues, the Labor Party offered  
no significant opposition. 
 
Common to both time frames is the hardening  
of attitudes to outsiders, displacement of 
populations and forced migration, the desire  
to forge a new identity, often with an emphasis  
on material gain, and the corruption of dreams  
and ideals. 
 
 
 



SETTING: 
 
EACH SCENE HEADING INDICATES TIME AND PLACE,  
ALTHOUGH THE ACTION OFTEN OVERLAPS, AND CHARACTERS  
FROM ONE REALITY BUMP UP AGAISNT THOSE FROM ANOTHER. 
 
THE ONLY ESSENTIAL FEATURE OF THE SET  
IS A LARGE WIRE FENCE, CAPABLE OF BEING SWUNG  
INTO A VARIETY OF POSITIONS SO AS TO DIVIDE  
THE STAGE INTO SEPARATE PLAYING AREAS OR TO CREATE  
A BARRIER. 
 
NOTE ON LANGUAGE: 
 
There is a variety of languages, accents and conventions 
employed in the text.  
Wherever possible, individual characters’ speech patterns 
are incorporated in spelling, rhythm and layout.  
 
 
Some short phrases in Yiddish and Hebrew are included, 
though it is up to the discretion of the director  
as to whether all or any of them are used,  
as the Jewish characters usually communicate in English.  
 
OSSA and TOVA would speak quite refined English  
but with a slight Yiddish accent.  
 
SUSANNAH is pure Cockney; HYCROFT an educated London 
gentleman.  
 
The character of IZZY should ideally transform himself  
as he moves through time and place, while clearly a 
representative figure of the continuing Jewish diaspora. 
In 1818 he is a Jew from the East End of London  
and would speak with a cockney accent.   
In 2001 and in Lila’s memory of 1950, he speaks with  
a Polish accent.  
When he appears to Rahila in the desert detention  
centre he talks with an accent similar to her own  
as here he is an Afghani Jew. 
 
ZAKIR and RAHILA would normally speak to each  
other in Dari. As this is not possible for  
the entire length of the scenes between them,  
a convention has been set up in the script  
whereby they speak fluent English to each other,  
and a more broken version when with native English speakers.  
 
They exchange only a few phrases in Dari when they don’t 
want to be understood by the others. 
 
LILA speaks with a Polish/Jewish accent. 



Glossary: 2001 
 
 
Babcia   Grandmother (Polish)  
 
Tuches Backside (Yiddish) 
 
Seder  Passover dinner  
 
Haggadah  Readings for Passover  
 
Silwar Kamis  Traditional Afghan clothing 
 
Salam aleikom Peace be with you 
 
1818: 
 
Dump   A colonial coin, worth fifteen 

pence   
 
Tanner      Sixpence 
 
Lag       Convict 
 
Ticket-of-leave     Conditional freedom, parole 
 
Lay       Criminal act 
 
Coiner, Screever   Forger 
 
Screeve      to forge 
 
Flashnote  Badly forged note 
 
Kinchen Lay  Easy crime; like taking money from 

children 
 
Knap a drag   to be sentenced to prison 
 
Hard       Forged coins 
 
Soft  Forged notes 
 
Snide  Counterfeit 
 
On the fly  a crime done quickly 
 
Squeak beef to call for the constable 
 
Dipper Pickpocket 
 
 
 



CAST 1818 
 
TOVA WOLYNSKI  24  Free Settler, from London but   
     originally from Poland  
 
OSSA WOLYNSKI   26  Her brother, convict with  
(pronounced “Osha”)  ticket-of-leave  
 
SUSANNAH        22 His common law wife.  

Also ticket of leave. 
 
THOMAS HYCROFT  30       English gentleman with a shady past 
 
ISRAEL LAZARUS (IZZY)    Ageless, like the wandering Jew  
 
Also Overseer, Convicts, Guards, Aboriginal Woman, 
Magistrate, Dutch Sea Captain. 
 
 
CAST 2001 
 
RAHILA HASHIMI  20   Afghani (Hazara) Asylum Seeker  
  
ZAKIR HASHIMI   24 Her brother, ditto 
 
LILA WOLYNSKI   80 Polish Jewish Holocaust Survivor 
 
ESTELLE DETTMAN 
(STELL)         19 Her granddaughter 
 
JOSH            19 Stell’s boyfriend 
 
HELEN WOLYNSKI  43  Lila’s daughter, a lawyer/public 

servant 
 
MALEV TAMM      44    Academic, Estonian background 
 
ANIA WOLYNSKI   41 Lila’s daughter, Stell’s Mother 
 
LARRY MAKEPEACE  
MOORE    45   Motivational speaker, Ania’s Lover   
 
DANTE MOORE     13        Larry’s adopted Cambodian-born son 
 
TARSHA   19    Media Studies student 
 
OLI             20        Her boyfriend, ditto 
 
WAITER(Julian)  20s                   
 
Also Refugees, Detention Centre Guards.  
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FORGING AHEAD 
 
Act 1 Scene 1 1818/2001 ARRIVALS 
 
A high wire fence divides the stage into two  
unequal areas.  
 
The larger stage left side is empty,  
but squashed into the right side is  
a milling crowd of new arrivals to Australia -  
in two time zones: 1818 and 2001. 
 
NB Main characters can remain isolated  
during switches of time frame,  
but the rest of the actors switch from one reality  
to the other; from convicts and settlers  
to detainees or guards. 
 
We start in 1818:  
Free settlers have just been rowed ashore.  
Mainly young men and a few couples,  
looking either brashly confident or ill-at-ease.  
 
TOVA, mid-twenties, is almost the only single woman  
among them. She is darkly attractive  
but has an aloof, almost intimidating manner. 
 
A soldier pushes an unruly line of convicts  
carrying baggage past the free settlers  
who look at them with distaste. 
 
The single men are eyeing Tova. She ignores them.  
A fellow passenger, HYCROFT, all flash and swagger,  
approaches her and bows.  
 
Tova gets a small painted miniature from her bag  
and hands it to him. 

 
Tova:  Your portrait. I hope you like it. 
 
Hycroft:  Goodness, Miss Wolynski, hardly very  
 flattering is it? Is my nose really  
 such a beak? 
 
Tova: You did insist on me doing you in profile. 
 
Hycroft:       Perhaps you are only capable of rendering  

the prominent proboscis of your own race? 
 
Tova:  I assure you, I was drawing only to the life - 
 
Hycroft: Then I suggest you learn to fake a little,  

if you want to find success among the colonial 
gentry. 
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Tova:  I had an excellent reputation in London  
 without needing to “fake” anything.  

Before we part, perhaps you would be so good  
 as to furnish my fee?  
 
He makes a show of patting his pockets. 
 
Hycroft: I’m afraid you will have to wait until I have  

cashed my letters of credit. I will find you  
at your brother’s. Shouldn’t be hard,  
I daresay there is only one Mr. “Wolynski.”  

 
Tova shrugs. She’d rather he paid up so she’d have  
Nothing more to do with him. 
 
Hycroft: You would do better to change your name.  

It sounds so foreign. 
 
Tova: We will all be foreign in this place, surely? 
 
Hycroft: What a queer thing to say! We will all be  
 English here. 
 
Tova:          And the native people?  
               Are they to be English too? 
 
There is a sudden commotion and we switch to 2001  
and a desert detention centre.  
 
Stage right an exhausted group of Afghanis,  
mostly Hazara.  
 
Among them is RAHILA, early twenties.   
 
Children screaming and women crying  
as ASM Guards try to force the men  
into a separate line. 
 
On stage left side of the fence a few Afghani  
detainees appear, yelling to the new arrivals  
who break from their queue and push  
against the wire.  
Guards on both sides of the fence rush  
to pull them back. 
 
Among the detainees on the right is Rahila’s  
brother ZAKIR, late twenties, gaunt-faced.  
Rahila rushes to the wire.  
 
Zakir: You must say straight away “I wish for asylum.”  

If you don’t say it, you haven’t a chance.  
Where’s Faiza?  

 
Rahila: We got separated. Getting on the boat,  

it was too full and Faiza and the children were – 
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Guards have hold of Zakir but he breaks free. 
 
Zakir:  How could you let that happen? 
 
Rahila: I didn’t know till after we left,  
 the fishermen pushed all us women downstairs,  
 I didn’t even know they weren’t with me -  
 
Guards grab Zakir again.  
 
Switch: 1818 
 
Hycroft: Very strange your brother is not here  
 to meet you. 
 
Tova:  I expect he has been delayed on business. 
 
IZZY LAZARUS appears out of nowhere.  
He is well dressed but appears nervous,  
glancing over his shoulder.  
 
Tova sees him and he turns to look at her,  
there’s something like a moment of recognition  
between them.  
 
He bows to her almost ironically.  
Hycroft looks at her questioningly – your brother? 
 
Just then two soldiers and a convict overseer  
spot Izzy. 
He makes a dash for the fence but the guards grab him  
and pull him down. 
 
Switch: 2001 
 
Izzy, Guards, Tova and Hycroft remain in a soft freeze. 
 
Stage left Zakir is struggling with the guards. 
 
Rahila:  Please, he is my brother, don’t – 
 
Zakir (Dari) You must tell them everything,  
 you understand?  

They don’t respect your modesty. 
 
A guard puts his hand over Zakir’s mouth. 
He struggles. 
 
Rahila (Dari) Zakir, don’t fight them!  

  (English, to Guards) He is frightened for me,  
          what happened before to me.  
          Please you must not hurt him!  

I thought this was a civilised country.  
There is some mistake, is all. 
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Zakir is forced to the ground by the guards  
during the following. 
 
Switch 1818 

 
Tova stares helplessly as the guards tie Izzy’s  
arms behind his back. 
 
Overseer: Think we was born yesterday?  

A gentleman’s suit don’t cover   
 your thieving Jewish mug, do it? 
 
Izzy winks at Tova as he is led off. 
 
Hycroft sees this.  
He gives her a withering look and leaves.  
 
Seeing her alone a group of convicts sidle  
up to Tova,making exaggerated kissing sounds  
and attempting to lift her skirt. 
 
She tries to push them off. 
 
Convict: Oh, yes, I like a bit of the old  
 fightin’ spirit! 
 
OSSA, 26, and nervously trying to maintain new-found 
authority, rushes towards them 
 
Ossa: Get away from her or I’ll have you flogged! 
 
Tova throws herself at Ossa, crying and laughing.  
He is embarrassed at her use of Yiddish and  
public show of affection. 
 
Tova: Ossa! Maiyner taiyer kleiyner Ossa!  
 Di ziest azoy g’zzint, hob g’maiynt h 
 eadich gefinnen nisch besser done di 

schlelmazzledikher. 
 
 (My dear little Ossa! You look so well!  
 I thought to find you no better than  
 those good-for-nothings.) 

     
     Ossa:  I told you in my letters, I am as good  

as a free man now. 
 
Convict:(to his mates)  
               Free to rat on his own kind is all. 
 
Ossa turns to answer but the convicts stare him down.  
He does his best to ignore them and they eventually  
mosey off during the following. 
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Ossa:          You’ll see for yourself how well we 
do here. I’ve got my ticket of leave,  
AND I have been made a constable.  

 
He turns and beckons SUSANNAH, a sharp-eyed  
young woman hanging back on the edge of the crowd. 
 
Ossa:  So, with that and our inn, Susannah  
 and I are thriving.  
 
Ossa stands grinning with his arm around Susannah.  
Tova stares back at them. 
 
Ossa:  Why are you staring like that?  
 I’ve talked of nothing but Susannah  
 in all my letters for six months or more! 
Tova: And I have been nearly that long  
 on the ship, Ossa. 
She recovers herself and offers her hand to Susannah, 
who takes it without making eye contact. 
 
Tova: Forgive me, Susannah. Ossa has never had  
 a head for practicalities.  
 But I expect you’ve discovered that already. 
 
Susannah gives Ossa a quick sideways glance but says 
nothing. 
 
Ossa: Susannah’s in awe of you because  

I’ve been telling her how clever you are. 
 
Tova:  Oh, it’s Ossa who’s the clever one.  
 Never went to school after we left Poland,  
 but he taught himself French and English,  
 then did his best to teach me.  

I expect he’ll start a school here,  
 such a teacher he is, he knows Hebrew  
 too of course – 
 
Ossa: Not much call for Hebrew here!  
 Or book learning at all, come to that.  
 It’s the practical ones like Susannah  
 who thrive, isn’t it my love?  
 Her roast beef dinners are famous,  
 and as for her pork pies –  
 there has been speculation in the Gazette  
 as to her secret recipe! 
 
Susannah: Secret or not they don’t make themselves.  

So I’d best get back to it. 
I’ll need help wif ‘em barrels too, Oscar.  

 
She ducks her head in a sort of half-curtsey  
to Tova and goes. Ossa picks up Tova’s bags. 
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Ossa: I’m sure you will become friends when  
 she gets to know you better. 
 
Tova: How much does she know already? 
 
Ossa: Nothing. We made a pact. 
 Not to talk about what brought us here. 
 
Switch 2001 Ossa and Tova go, watched by LILA,  
who recalls her own arrival in 1950. 
 
Lila: There are smiling women with big white teeth  
 and freckled arms giving us bottles of milk  

and sandwiches.  
 
 
Woman: (handing her a sandwich) 
 How do you like Australia?’ 
 
Lila: What are we meant to say?  

We are here one hour, we see nothing  
but the line in front of us.   
Ham in the sandwich and the butter is salty.  
But who cares about this after the camps?  
I take just three small bites and stuff  
the rest into my bag. But I have already  
bananas, sausages, biscuits from the ship  
and some things spill.  
As I pick them up another woman,  
not smiling, hisses at me – 

 
Racist Woman: Filthy Jews!  

Why don’t you go back where you came from?  
Hitler was right. Should put you  
all in camps in the desert, let you rot! 

 
Lila:   It is all I can do not to jump in the harbour  
   and try to escape……where, I do not know!  
 
Izzy appears beside her, wearing a long overcoat  
and carrying a battered leather bag.  
 
He picks up the sandwich and hands it to her.  
 
She glances at him as if trying to work out who he is.  
 
He goes, she puts the sandwiches in her bag. 
 

Lila: Now I am old I have no fear.  
Unless your skin is black, I tell them,  
unless you are here since 40,000 years,  
then you too can go back where you came from! 
Whingeing pom, stinking wog, slope, dago, 
lebo, jew. 
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Act 1 Scene 2 2001  We Knew Nothing 
 

       Stage left, the male detainees are throwing themselves 
       against the fence. 

 
On the right, ASM Guards in riot gear are unrolling  
a huge water hose and lining up tear gas canisters. 
 
In the foreground STELL, 20, Lila’s Granddaughter,  
is watching what is happening on TV.  
Her boyfriend JOSH, 20, ignores her, playing a game  
on a palm-held computer. 
 
 
Stell: This is a concentration camp.  
 They’re using teargas, water cannon.  
 Imagine if they did that in an ordinary gaol.  
 We’re like the Germans, do you realise that?  
 When they ask us afterwards, people’ll say  
 they knew nothing.(realising he hasn’t  
 been listening.) Josh! 
 
Detainees have all fallen to the ground, gasping.  
Guards push them off upstage, except for Zakir. 
 
Act 1 Scene 3  2001/1818  We Make the Rules Here 
  
Zakir and Rahila talk through the fence. 
 
Rahila: They say we cannot post letters. They say work  

in the kitchen and get money for a phone card –  
as if our mother sits in the camp with a mobile 
phone. 

Zakir: I told Faiza to try again but why do I want  
 to bring her to this! 
 
Rahila: What do you mean you told her?  
 How did you send a letter? 
 
Zakir: I sent it but who knows if she will get it? 
 
A GUARD appears on Rahila’s side of the fence. 
 
Guard: Hoy! Get away from there!  
 That’s – single – men – only – got it? 
 
Rahila: He is not single man. 
 
Guard: Ah. Now you’re going to pretend to be  
 his wife. 
 
Rahila: Not wife. His sister. 
 
Guard: Ah right. His sister.  
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Rahila: Why you always think we lie? 
 
Guard: You wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t told  

a few porkies. Oh shit. I said pig.  
 (sounds it out slowly) Cultural insensitivity.  
 Beats me why you want to come here  

if we’re so bloody offensive. 
 
Rahila: We had no choice. 
 
Guard: Then you’ll understand you’ve got no choice  
 on this one either. 
 
The Guard moves to grab her. 
Zakir starts to climb the fence.  
 
In the 1818 reality, Izzy is led on and tied  
to the fence. A soldier starts to flog him. 
 
More guards race on from Zakir’s side, they beat  
him down with batons. 
 
Zakir’s and Rahila’s cries blend with those of Izzy  
as they are pulled offstage in opposite directions.  
 
A crowd has gathered to watch the flogging. 
Tova and Ossa are among them. 
 
Tova:   He was at the wharf. Dressed like a toff.  
 
Ossa: He was trying to escape. 
 
Tova: He’s Jewish. 
 
Ossa: So? That doesn’t excuse him – 
 
Tova: Is that what you’re trying to do? 
 
Ossa: What? 
 
Tova: Become someone else! No longer Ossa  

but Oscar, whose wife makes fine pork pies.  
You boast about being an innkeeper –  
have you forgotten so quickly, Ossa? 

 
Ossa: I don’t need to be ashamed of what I do, Tova – 
 
Tova: But our father was ashamed, such a learned man  
 and forced to serve grog to ignorant peasants – 
 
Ossa: This isn’t Poland – 
 
Tova: You know the English are no better! 

(indicates flogging and crowd watching)  
Tearing living flesh from the bones - 



If you’d like to continue reading this script, 
you’ll find it available for purchase at 

The definitive online destination for quality Australian playwriting.
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