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SANDY: THE ONLY HORSE TO RETURN TO AUSTRALIA FROM THE FIRST WORLD WAR 
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Note: The cover photo of Sandy, held by Major General William Throsby Bridges, 
Commander of the Australian Imperial Force and the 1st Australian Division. Taken in 

Egypt. Picture: Australian War Memorial, ID No. P05290.001 
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CAST:  3 males; 2 females 
 
ACTOR 1 – Male actor aged 25 - 35  
ACTOR 2 – Female actor aged about 40 
ACTOR 3 – Male actor aged 35 or more 
ACTOR 4 – Female actor aged 20 to 30 
ACTOR 5 – Male actor aged over 50 
 
All actors play multiple roles. 
 
Please refer to these actor numbers referenced in script. 
 
CHARACTERS:  
 
BONNER O’DONNELL: young Irish brickmaker from Tallangatta, Victoria. Big and gentle, 
aged 20, he is a farm boy and owns Sandy. 
 
ARCHIBALD JORDAN: aged 35, a private in the army, he is a labourer from Kew, Victoria. 
Vulnerable and shocked by his war experiences. 
 
MAJOR GENERAL HOWSE:  Australia's first Victoria Cross winner; Wartime Director of 
Medical Services. Took charge of evacuating wounded men from the beach at Gallipoli in the 
campaign’s opening days. In 1917 at the Dardanelles Commission, he described the 
arrangements for dealing with wounded men at Gallipoli as inadequate to the point of 'criminal 
negligence. 
 
MEMBER of Museum Committee: young public servant 
 
OLD SOLDIER: (fictitious) older Australian soldier in Cairo, Egypt and Calais, France. 
 
PRIME MINISTER Andrew Fisher: Prime Minister of  Australia at the start of war, aged early 
50s.  
 
ARCHBISHOP MANNIX: aged 50s. Irish. Controversial Catholic bishop opposed to 
conscription and anti-British.  
 
MAJOR WILLIAM THROSBY BRIDGES: aged 53; formidable, cold, highly respected; head of 
the 1st Division; 1st Commandant of Duntroon Military College.  Born in England.  
 
MAJOR LESLIE WHITFIELD: Veterinary doctor who set up the Veterinary Hospital in Calais. 
Well liked, personable, highly respected. Australian.   
 
BILL: (fictitious) Happy, lazy, English soldier at Swaythling remount Depot in England 
 
CARGO LOADER: (fictitious) Australian maritime worker on the Booral cargo ship 
 
MAJOR GENERAL WHITE: senior person on the Military Museum Committee  
 
MA O’DONNELL: Bonner’s Irish mother. 40s. Farmer’s wife. 
 
SISTER 1 and SISTER 2:  (fictitious) Australian nurses on The Gascon hospital ship; nurse at 
Calais; narrator nurse. 
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JOYCE: (fictitious) Forager in the Womens Land Army, stationed at Swaythling, England.  
English woman, formidable, very sensible, but with a heart of gold. 
 
Suggested props:  
One bale of hay – it can be a seat, a stage for the politician, a pulpit for Bishop Mannix;  
One large bucket of used horse shoes.  
 
Writer’s Notes: 
 
 
When Christine Davey asked me to write a play for the Skin Of Our Teeth (SOOT) 
Productions ‘The Long Shadow’ commemorative ANZAC centenary project in April 2015, I 
was delighted. The true story of Australia’s war horse ‘Sandy’ has intrigued me for many years 
and I had begun research about Sandy more than ten years prior. Originally I saw something 
on the former ABC program ‘The Collectors’ about Sandy and his preserved remains. I know 
the Maribyrnong area well where he spent his last days at the Remount Depot on his return to 
Australia. This play is a tribute to the animals used in war, who have no voice, who have no 
choice. And a tribute to those soldiers, like Archibald Jordan, about whom little is really known.  
 
There are elements of mime; there are elements of Greek Chorus, bearing witness. There are 
naturalism and non-naturalism staging components underpinning the way the story unravels.  
 
‘Sandy’ was first presented in April 2015 alongside Christine Davey’s fine play ‘The Thing With 
Feathers.’  The original cast at Shenton Theatre in Geelong: Actor 1: Jesse Bickerton, Actor 2: 
Mary Steuten, Actor 3: Stephen Macklin, Actor 4: Ann Maree, Actor 5: John Murphy.  I thank 
them for their beautiful, inspired performances. Directed by Christine, I thank her for her 
insightful dramaturgy and sensitive direction and owe her the idea of the pseudo Greek 
chorus.  
 
This version here is slightly adapted from that performed version.  
 
Where is Sandy? Sandy is there, in the quiet, in the silences. There is a weight, a heft, a 
dignity to Sandy, all experienced by the audience via the Actors deliberate actions addressing 
him, patting him, grooming him, particularly Archibald Jordan’s tender care. The emphasis on 
the slow grooming is deliberate. I am aiming to show that working with and grooming horses is 
very therapeutic, and proves a great help to ameliorating Archie’s trauma. As well, Sandy 
represents all the horses who didn’t come home after the war: over 135,000 of them. Absent. 
Silent. Gone.   
 
This has been a privilege to write and I hope that anyone involved in future productions 
respects the gravity of this historical story, as did the original team, and I wish you all the very 
best for a wonderful production.  
 
‘Sandy’ is my third script to be published by Australianplays.org (‘Dolly Stainer of Kew 
Cottages’; ‘The Hope Song’) and I am very grateful to them for their continued support as it is 
most important to playwrights to have our work made available.   
 
- Janet Brown   19 August 2019 
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Opening moment: 
Sound of horse shoes being thrown into a bucket, over and over again. These are the horse-
shoes of the dead horses of WW1.  
 
OLD SOLDIER is singing/humming ‘Madamoiselle From Armatierres’   
 
Lights up: intro. –  
 
All the cast are taking it in turns, as they walk across the stage, throwing the horse shoes in 
the bucket, like playing quoits. They are all in a melancholy, irritable mood, thinking of the 
horses that the shoes once belonged to. All actors on stage.     
 
ACTOR 1:   So how many?  
 
ACTOR 2   How many went over?  
 
ACTOR 3   A hundred and thirty six thousand or more?  
 
ACTOR 4:  Maybe more. Some say up to a hundred and sixty nine thousand.  
 
ACTOR 5 ‘Walers’, as in New South ‘Wales’, but they came from all over the 

country and whether they were or whether they weren’t, that’s what all 
the horses were called.  

 
ACTOR 2  Poor animals.  Beasts of burden.  
 
ACTOR 3  For ‘The Cause’, for ‘King and Country’ 
 
ACTOR 4:   The ‘British Empire’; 
 
ACTOR 5  The ‘war to end all wars’.  
 
They stop, and together they all scoff with immense sadness at the notion. Then they start up 
again. 
 
ACTOR 1:   The war to end all wars. 
 
ACTOR 4:  (narrating to audience) The Prime Minister Andrew Fisher - just weeks 

before war is announced. 
 
 
 
ACTOR 3  (AS ANDREW FISHER) And I declare, here on this day, Should the 

worst happen, after everything has been done that honour will permit, 
Australians will stand beside the mother country to help and defend her 
to our last man and our last shilling. 

 
ACTOR 1  Imagine yourself, if you can, back in 1914. A time before email, a time 

before Facebook, a time before reading your newspapers online.  
 
ACTOR 2 A time before television. It was even a time before radio, a time before 

telephone: can you imagine that?   
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ACTOR 5 And it was a time when horses were the main means of transport. 
Nearly every one could ride a horse. 

 
ACTOR 4.  (narrating) 1914 Catholic Sunday Mass service, Bishop Daniel Mannix 

is delivering his sermon.  
 
ACTOR 1 Bonner O’Donnell is kneeling at his feet, in devotion and prayer.  
 
 
ACTOR 5 (AS ARCHBISHOP MANNIX: [bold and eloquent] Let me make it 

clear to you all, Roman Catholics of Victoria. I do not oppose the War or 
the Empire, however, the church believes that imperialists are 
sacrificing Australia's best interest by putting the Empire first. Whilst I 
know that there are men, Roman Catholics of good will, protesting 
against the growth of the anti-British movement, let me remind you that 
the Church denounces the war. And for any man to fight in the war, let 
that man be sure to understand he is supporting the King of England.  

 
 
 We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and 

earth, of all that is seen and unseen. (He leans forward and puts his 
hand on Bonner’s head).  Credo in Spiritum Sanctum, sanctam 
Ecclesiam catholicam, sanctorum communionem, remissionem 
peccatorum, carnis resurrectionem, vitam aeternam. Amen.  

 
ALL   Amen 
 
 (Scene shift- now at the farm) BONNER’s mother enters, stands before him, holding a 

handful of carrots.  
 
ACTOR 2 (AS MA O’DONNELL: [gentle, concerned] Oh Bonner, my darlin’ boy. 

What is troubling you so? 
 
ACTOR 1 (AS BONNER) It’s the war, ma. I hear what Bishop Mannix says, but we 

all should be doing something. I should do something, shouldn’t I? 
Nearly all the lads around here are planning to go.  

 
ACTOR 2 Not all of them, son. Don’t you get carried away. There are boys from 

Tallangatta who won’t be going. Boys just like yourself. We can’t have 
you all at the war, can we? Who will be running the farms? Who’ll be 
doing the harvesting? You’re not going to see the likes of me working 
behind Sandy and the plough. Takes me all my time to do my own jobs, 
Bonner. I need you and your brother here.  

 
ACTOR 1  It doesn’t seem fair that other boys should go and I don’t.  
 
ACTOR 2:  Never you mind about ‘fair’. War’s not fair, son. Let them that go, go, 

and let them that stay, stay. 
 
ACTOR 1:   I could get to see the world.  
 
ACTOR 2:  Ha! If people would only mind their own business and look after what’s 

them and their’s there’d be no wars. Nobody’d have time for war. 
What’s that look on your face? Eh? Are you thinking about those French 
girls in Paris? You lads talk such nonsense, you haven’t a clue. But you 
mark my words Bonner, that’s not what war’s about. It’s not some grand 
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adventure. I didn’t raise you and look after you so well - have a look at 
you - you wonderful, great big, solid boy. I didn’t look after you and grow 
you so well to send you all the way over there to be aimed at with a gun 
like a poor frightened rabbit.   

 
ACTOR 1:   But I can’t just be leaving it up to others, ma.  
 
ACTOR 2:  And why not? Bishop Mannix is preaching from the pulpit, and if 

anybody knows right from wrong it’s our Bishop Mannix. Leave well 
enough alone. It’s not your fight, Bonner O’Donnell. What did you ever 
do to cause a fight? You of all the boys in Tallangatta? It’s not in your 
nature to go looking for trouble, son. But if you want to go thousands of 
miles away and go looking hard enough, there’ll be no doubt you’ll find 
it. 

 
ACTOR 1:   I’ve got to do something ma.  
 
ACTOR 2:  It’s a devil of a war, and a devil of a decision. Oh, it’s all right for the 

politicians…. I bet it’s not their boys that’ll be in the firing line. Not you, 
Bonner. (incredulous, he is such a gentle boy) I just can’t imagine it.  

 
ACTOR 1   (defensively): I’m not as soft as you think ma.  
 
ACTOR 2:  Of course you’re not and I’m not saying you are. Who told you that you 

were soft? Did your brother say it to you again? You can tell him he’s 
not too big for me to be tanning his backside if he teases you. God help 
us. Enough talk. Take these carrots out to Sandy. The darlin’ deserves 
a treat. [she leaves] 

 
ACTOR 3 (narrating as Actor 1 follows these directions) Bonner goes to the 

stable. He puts the carrots in the pocket of his jacket. He approaches 
Sandy with great familiarity and affection. 

 
 
ACTOR 1:  Morning Sandy. How are you this fine day my good man? I’ve got some 

treats for you. [patting Sandy’s face, the horse is finding the carrots] Oh, 
you spoilt boy. Nobody can trick you, you know where they are. Clever 
man, that’s what you are. My very clever, good man. Here you go, you 
great big fella. [pauses, still patting him] You’d know what to do wouldn’t 
you? Oh if I was only half as brave and faithful as you, I wouldn’t be so 
confused. Ah, boy. You’re the best part of me.  

 
ACTOR 3 (narrating) The thought begins to dawn on him. He stands back and 

takes a really long look at Sandy. He begins to examine him. Running 
his hands over him, checking his flanks.  

 
ACTOR 1 We’ve all got to do something, make some sort of a sacrifice. You can’t 

just do nothing and leave it to the others.  
 
ACTOR 3  His decision is made.  
 
ACTOR 1  Oh Sandy, you’ll be just grand.  
 
Quieter sound off- stage of horse shoes being thrown into a bucket, over and over again, 
mesmerizing.  
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ACTOR 2 Egypt 1915. At an Australian army camp in Cairo. A young soldier is 
having a bit of a loaf beside his horse.  

 
ACTOR 3:  Look lively, there’s Major General Bridges. (to his horse) Come on 

Buster, look smart. He’ll be going down to the Continental for lunch 
soon – lunching and deliberating with the big wigs again.  It won’t be 
long you know, they say we’ll be out of Egypt and on our way to 
Gallipoli before we know it. Already seems a long time since Christmas, 
out here in the desert. We’re all itching to get on with it. Do our bit. 

 
 The young soldier stands at attention, and salutes the Major. Major 

Bridges returns the salute, and examines the soldier’s horse.  
 
ACTOR 5  (AS MAJOR BRIDGES) You volunteered with him, did you Private?  
 
ACTOR 3:  Yes sir, there’s no finer horse in the Western District than my Buster.  
 
ACTOR 5 (AS BRIDGES, smiling, taking the piss): Mm. I couldn’t imagine you’d 

have any finer horse. Did you breed him yourself?  
 
ACTOR 3   (proudly): Certainly did. 
 
ACTOR 5   (derision): Mm. You make a good pair.  
 
ACTOR 4 Major General Bridges moves on and examines more horses.  
 

ACTOR 5 examines 2 horses and runs his hands over them. He points to his 
own horse. It is Sandy.  

 
ACTOR 5 (AS BRIDGES, commanding): Private. Have a look at this one. He’s got 

a special quality. ‘Sandy’. (tenderly) Hello Sandy. You’re in very good 
shape today, boy. I think you and I will go for a ride eh? Oh, I do like 
your style, Sandy.  

 
ACTOR 3:   But Sir, there are others more handsome than he is.  
 
ACTOR 5:  (AS BRIDGES) He’s not the most beautiful on the eye, but 

nevertheless, very good to ride. Great stamina. Good mouth. But it’s his 
temperament, Private. Beautiful temperament. That’s the most 
important quality. Hey, Sandy, old boy.  

 
ACTOR 3:   Smith wants to take a photo of you, Sir.  
 
ACTOR 5:  (BRIDGES, testy) Another bloody photo?  Take it from over there, 

Smith.  From over there.  
 

ACTOR 2 comes in to take photo 
 
ACTOR 3:  But that’d be the wrong side Sir. The horse will be in front of you.  
 
ACTOR 5:  (BRIDGES) I don’t care that it’s the wrong side. Let it be of the horse, 

man! Make sure it’s a good one of Sandy. It’s the horses that matter. (to 
the photographer) Have you got it? Right.  Saddle him up, Private.   
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ACTOR 1 (narrating) Stamina, loyalty, speed. Major General Bridges loved 
horses.  When war was declared in August, 1914, it was Bridges who 
was charged with the creation of an Australian force for overseas 
service and he commanded the 1st Division.  

ACTOR 2:  (narrating) So they took off in the ships from Australia and decided to go 
to Egypt, the middle east, to train the horses, until they got the nod that 
it was all going to happen on the Turkish Peninsula.   

 
ACTOR 4 (narrating to audience) Bridges left Cairo mid April 1915, as did over six 

thousand horses in the thirty ships carrying the first two divisions.  
 
ACTOR 3:  But most of the horses never disembarked at Gallipoli. The terrain was 

completely unsuitable for horses.  
 
ACTOR 1 You’ve seen the photos, so rugged, steep and hilly.  
 
ACTOR 2:  What on earth were they thinking? Invade Turkey? The Ottoman 

Empire?  Most of the horses were sent straight back to Alexandria, they 
didn’t even hoof it onto Turkish soil.  

 
ACTOR 4  (to ACTOR 5) Bridges wasn’t particularly well-liked, was he?  
 
ACTOR 5:  No, but he was respected. He visited the trenches every day at Gallipoli, 

where the fighting was fierce from the moment the soldiers ran from the 
boats.  

 
ACTOR 3:  Dig in! dig in! And the casualties were massive. Then, only a couple of 

weeks later, in the May, Bridges was hit in the thigh by a sniper, and, 
badly wounded. 

 
ACTOR 5 moves into position of laying down, ill, on a ship hospital bed. 

 
ACTOR 4 It’s May 1915 - Bridges lies on a stretcher on the Gascon Hospital ship, 

Gallipoli.  
 

A nurse is at his beside. She holds a clip board, and is making notes about his 
condition. He is unsettled.  

 
ACTOR 2  (AS SISTER) Can you hear me Sir?  
 
ACTOR 5  (AS BRIDGES, feebly): Yes, I can hear you Nurse. 
 
ACTOR 2:  (SISTER) It’s rough at sea tonight, Sir. The ship is giving us all a bit of a 

rocky old time. Are you a little cool?  
 
ACTOR 5:   (BRIDGES) No, I’m comfortable. Quite. (upset) 
 
ACTOR 2:  (SISTER) Is there anything I can do for you Sir? Perhaps a cup of tea?  
 
ACTOR 5 (BRIDGES) I’m thinking about the horses. Horses, the mules, the 

donkeys.  
 
ACTOR 2:   (SISTER) Sir? 
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ACTOR 5:  (BRIDGES) They have no choice in the matter do they? They didn’t 
volunteer.  

 
ACTOR 2:   (SISTER) That’s true, sir. 
 
ACTOR 5  (BRIDGES, thoughtfully): Thousands of them. (Pause). Yes, tea would 

be good. (pauses) I want you to get Major General Howes. I would like 
him to come to me.  

 
ACTOR 2   (SISTER, shocked): Major General Howes, sir?  
 
ACTOR 5:   (BRIDGES) Yes.  
 
ACTOR 2 leaves, then returns with ACTOR 3 (as Howes) and stands back. 
 
ACTOR 3  (HOWES, kindly, concerned): How are you getting on, William?   
 
ACTOR 5:  (BRIDGES) Let’s not pretend, Neville. I understand the gravity. 
 
ACTOR 3:   (HOWES) We’re doing all we can. You need to rest.  
 
ACTOR 5:  (BRIDGES) I only hope that somebody got that bloody sniper after he 

shot me. The hospital ships aren’t coping at all are they?  
 
ACTOR 3:  (HOWES) They are all under tremendous pressure. There’s a constant 

stream of injured men being lowered down the gang-way on slings. The 
holds are full of the wounded.  

 
ACTOR 5:  (BRIDGES, upset) The losses here at Gallipoli are  devastating.  
 
ACTOR 3:  (HOWES, quietly furious) The arrangements for dealing with the 

wounded men are inadequate to the point of criminal negligence. 
 
ACTOR 5:  (BRIDGES) It’s something you’ll have the responsibility of dealing with 

when it’s all over.   
 
ACTOR 3:  (HOWES) I assure you I will. (concerned and compassionate) You need 

to rest now William.  
 
ACTOR 5:   (BRIDGES) I have a request.  
 
ACTOR 3:   (HOWES) What is it?  
 
ACTOR 5:  (BRIDGES) I want this recorded, and witnessed. It’s to be sent to the 

Prime Minister. This is my dying wish, Howse.  
 
ACTOR 3:   (HOWES) No need to… 
 
ACTOR 5:   (BRIDGES) We both know…  
 
ACTOR 3:  (HOWES) I’ll do what I can. (gestures to the nurse. ACTOR 2 steps 

forward). 
 
ACTOR 5:  (BRIDGES) This war’s going to cost the lives of so many. More than 

any war has ever seen.  
 








