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David Williamson’s 1971 play Don’s Party caricatured the 1969 election night 
scene in the Victorian electorate of Holt with a plot descending into a raunchy 
‘sixties’ farce. Eastsider News reader Neil Wilkinson was the ALP candidate for Holt 
in real life. This is his story. 
 
 
David Williamson’s play and the film were set on the 1969 election night although the 
film deviates significantly from the 1971 stage play. In March 1960 Neil had never 
met Gough Whitlam. Married that January, Neil and his young wife hopped onto the 
last off-season P&O liner and reached UK after a few weeks stop over in a newly 
independent and troubled Sri Lanka.  
 
After teaching in England to earn some money, they spent time with the progressive 
Christian community at Iona, a small island off the western Scottish coast a centre of 
Gaelic monasticism for three centuries. They then travelled through Europe by motor 
scooter for residential study at the World Council of Churches Centre in Switzerland.  
 
Neil was a keen politics and ecumenical theology student with no thought of standing 
for parliament. However he saw politics as an important part of the Christian 
responsibility to work for a fairer, more compassionate world.  
 
Neil says: ‘I was attracted to these two communities because they were grappling 
with real-world problems. The Iona group worked with disadvantaged folk from the 
poor ship-building communities of Glasgow. We students at the Ecumenical Centre 
near Geneva were ministers of religion from many countries that reflected some 
acute religious and political conflicts. For example, I recall that two South Africans – 
one white Afrikaner, one black tribal chief – had to learn to live and study together 
despite their apartheid backgrounds. I was fortunate to be one of a very few 
Australians who had ever participated in that international bridge-building project.’ 
 
Back in Australia, Sydney barrister Gough Whitlam dominated Federal Parliament as 
the Labor member for Werriwa. Gough belied the traditional image of a Labor MP. 
Yet by 1967 he was elected Opposition Leader, persuading ‘comrades’ that old 
political attitudes and feuds must be set aside to enable Australia to face the many 
issues of a changing world. His electoral popularity grew while the Liberals, post-
Menzies, appeared to be led by a series of ageing Liberal ‘has-beens’ playing 
musical chairs with the Prime Ministership. 
 
Wilkinson had grown up in Gippsland then moved to Queens College and Melbourne 
University to train for the Methodist ministry. His first appointment was to a Mallee 
parish, then he accepted a ministry in the low socio-economic, industrial area of 
Doveton. There he worked in an ecumenical team, Anglican, Methodist and 
Presbyterians, to assist local people in relating effectively with various government 
bodies such as the Housing Commission, the Psychiatric and General Hospital 
services in Dandenong, local schools and other State and Local Government 
services. 



 
He joined the small ALP branch in Doveton, but his work built links with church and 
community members in the larger Dandenong area. Concerned by the dismal 
declining state of Australian politics, Neil missed no opportunity to prod intending 
Labor voters to join the ALP to promote urgently needed change under Whitlam’s 
policy agenda.  
 
To help stimulate community understanding and involvement he and his ecumenical 
team edited and distributed a monthly community newspaper – a bit like Eastsider 
News. 
 
One evening, after Neil had moved to a new parish at Nunawading, he was greeted 
at the manse door by familiar faces from the Dandenong area. Safely inside, the 
group explained that as recent ALP members, they needed his help.  
 
He had urged them to join the Party. When applications were called for pre-selection 
for the Federal seat of Holt there was no suitably qualified applicant who had served 
the requisite two years of membership. The visitors said: ‘Neil, you got us into this 
Party mess, the least you can do now is throw your hat into the ring.’ 
 
On Neil’s pre-selection, the reaction in his church was a mixture of outrage and 
understanding. ALP HQ was riven with left-wing cronyism but had waved him 
through because they considered Holt unwinnable. The 1955 bitter split between the 
ALP and Santamaria-led DLP left many scars in the Dandenong area. Most local 
Catholic clergy and influential laity were still active for the DLP. 
 
Gough opened the Victorian Campaign in the Dandenong Town Hall with Neil as a 
speaker. An anti-Vietnam hand-out was the sole help from HQ, but he linked with 
other Labor candidates in the region to produce posters and letterboxing material. 
With his encouragement, the Dandenong Journal placed favourable articles 
prominently. His Holt electorate shot up the media charts to become Victoria’s 
hottest new ‘litmus test’ seat. 
 
On election night, excitement grew at ALP Campaign HQ as first preference votes 
swung strongly to the ALP (Labor 22,749; Liberal 21,313; DLP 6,244) but later 
the DLP preferences sealed his fate with a two-party preferred Liberal 26,938 to 
Labor’s 23,368. 
 
Three years later, the It’s Time campaign swept Gough to power, changing Australia. 
Labor’s Max Oldmeadow prevailed in Holt. Whitlam’s legacy includes creation of a 
universal health scheme (precursor of Medicare); withdrawal from Vietnam; free 
tertiary education; no-fault divorce; embrace of China; and many more reforms. But 
an up-and-coming Malcom Fraser blocked supply, the Governor General sacked PM 
Whitlam, and Labor found itself back on the Opposition benches. 
 
Bob Hawke and Paul Keating revived the ALP charisma but today Labor must hone 
its marketing skills if it is to persuade the electorate of its superior policies on 
pandemic management and climate action. Don’s Party has faded into cultural 
history, but politics today is no laughing matter. 
 



Don’s Party: This shot is from 1976 film Don’s Party directed by Bruce Beresford.  
 


