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Our Mister Anderson 
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Ranged around the foyer of the Riverina 
Playhouse in Wagga Wagga on a night in 
November 1990 were members of the 
audience for Multi Function Follies. 

It was time for congratulations and 
most of the attention was focused on Mr 
Colin Anderson, the Director of the Student 
Revue. 

Colin Anderson cut his teeth on student 
theatre at the former Newcastle University 
College at Tighes Hill. He held Teacher's 
College Scholarship and, after graduating 
in 1963, had to teach in order to pay back 
the bond. 

In 1972 he enrolled the first students of 
drama at Riverina College of Advanced 
Education in Wagga Wagga. Today he is 
Head of the Department of Drama at the 
College's successor, Charles Sturt 
University. 

Obviously a man of influence in Wagga 
Wagga, his photograph has pride of place 
in the Riverina Play House, an outstanding 
theatre on the banks of the Murrumbidgee 
River. The building cost more than 
$600,000, jointly provided by the New 
South Wales Government and Charles 
Sturt University. MultiFunction Follies 
was a very successful student revue, which 
was presented by Colin's students. 

The show was nostalgic for members of 
the audience who have seen his earlier 
reviews in Wagga Wagga and Newcastle. 
Keating, Hawke, Hinch, Hussein and local 
identities were fiercely satirised, main
taining the traditional temper of a student 
revue, and well-known songs were 
mutilated. 

Mr Anderson traces the beginning of 
his career in theatre to the luminaries 
present at Tighes Hill when he was an 
enthusiastic undergraduate. 

" I worked at the old Newcastle Abattoir 
and rose to the distinguished position of 
Chief Bacon Clerk," he said. 

''I had left school at 15 and had decided 
to do my leaving certificate at night school. 

"My parents were violently opposed to 
my going to University. They thought I 
was aspiring far above my station, because 
University was only for the sons of doctors 
and lawyers. Most Newcastle parents 
would have thought the same." 

The College had been put inside 'the 
Tech' at Tighes Hill on Throsby Creek, 
where students staged colourful regattas. 

It was before the bomb blitz in Vietnam 
and Watergate and the most persistent 
preoccupation was with autonomy. 

The assortment of 'luminaries' busily 
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working for this objective included K. 
Flanagan, Barry Gordon, Sandra Clarke, 
Vic Rooney and Maggie Bowman. 

"For me, having been bought up at St 
Andrews Presbyterian Church, to hear 
speakers like Maggie Bowman who was 
Newcastle's equivalent to Germaine Greer, 
was a shattering shock,'' Colin Anderson 
says. I grew up over night at Tighes Hill 
and became politically aware for the first 
time in my life." 

At this time academic staff seem to 
have had an extraordinary influence on 
the students. The late James Johnston 
Auchmuty said in 197 4: "The advantage 
of those days was that we knew our 
students and the students knew us and I 
think in some aspects of education they 
got a better deal.'' 

Mr Anderson remembers the Dean of 
the Faculty of Arts and later Deputy Vice
Chancellor, Professor Brin Newton-John 
and recalls the nights at Tighes Hill - late 
lectures over, or sessions in the library 
completed - students would be invited 
back to Brin's office for a sherry. 

' 'His sherry was not very drinkable, but 
the hours flew by as we solved artistic, 
administrative, academic and world 
problems in an atmosphere full of 
bonhomie, cheese, biscuits, palls of 
cigarette smoke and a great deal of 
laughter." 

He remembers T.H. (Harri) Jones the 
poetry lecturer, who "used to be always 
half pissed. He'd lean on the lectern with 
one elbow and he would slur out the 
poems in a wonderful Welsh accent." 

The late Geoff Cranfield gave Colin a 
love of history that he never thought he 
would have. 

"One of the real personalities you could 
never forget is Godfrey Tanner. We all 
I-l-l-loved Godfrey- a brilliant academic 

with a wonderful wit a man who loves 
students and loves student revue.' ' 

' 'There was a period in which the College 
did not have a Union, and the Cross Keys 
was the favourite pub. It was absolutely 
hideous with pale green tiles all round the 
walls of the bar, butitwasourplace. We'd 
go there for a counter lunch and often 
stayed on. 

(The Cross Keys Hotel was demolished 
on account of damaged caused in the 
Newcastle earthquake). 

Student Colin Anderson recalls being 
banned from the Library for two days. He 
was planning a revue for an Autonomy 
Day prank, he says when Mrs Pat Flowers, A 
the Librarian, addressed him: " Mr W 
Anderson, please be quite." 

Although he had thought Mrs Flowers 
was "a dragon of a lady who ruled the 
Library with an iron rod" 

Pat and Ted Flowers later became mutual 
friends . 

As autonomy was the major issue, the 
activists were throwing flower bombs 
and other things at the Vice-Chancellor of 
the University of New South Wales, the 
parent institution, Professor Philip Baxter. 

Mr Anderson says he never personally 
met Professor Baxter. He knew that the .A 
Newcastle students hated him. • 

"We carried effigies of Baxter around 
and we'd bum them he was a symbol of 
domination. We were a bit like those 
fanatics in the Middle East." On the 
culture front at Tighes Hill, the College -
decided to build a Union hall with a stage 
at one end. The room doubled as a dining 
area, a refectory and a theatre. There was 
one wall made out of glass which, Mr 
Anderson says, wasn't helpful when the 
lights of cars shone straight into the 
auditorium. 

One of the first staged productions in 
the union was Macbeth, directed by Dennis 
Biggins and starring Joyce Williams as 
Lady Macbeth and John Stowell as 
Macbeth. 

The first College student revue was 
produced by a student, Sandra Clarke. 

Mr Anderson recalls working with 
Marjorie Biggins on a very successful 
revue, 8 + 2, so named because it had 
eight actors and two directors. "We 
made it a dinner ticket show. People had 
their dinner and then went into the theatre. 
It was a huge hit, modelled on Phillip 
Street Revue, with quick entrances, smart 
jokes and songs and lots of jokes about 
Newcastle. 

It raised more than eight thousand 
pounds for lights and curtains for the old 
Union at Tighes Hill. There should be a 
plaque on the building which recognises 
that the cast of the revue raised the 
money." 

Mr Anderson was a keen supporter of 
the student newspaper, Opus. As drama 
critic, he wrote a review of John Laman's 
Carousel and commented that the carousel 
remained permanently out of tune. 

Then he reviewed the Newcastle 
Dramatic Art Clubs production of The 
Glass Menagerie, which was headed 
"Shattered Glass" . 

"These were real cause celebres," Colin 
says. I got filthy letters from people but 
surprisingly I later won the English 
Department's prize for the best piece of 
journalism in that year." He says that 

,- Brin Newton -John was the anchor man 
for the show on NBN called Focus, a 
weekly panel discussion. One topic 
discussed was Women In Sport and Colin 
appeared on TV as a lady bowler. This 
caused a furore, as did his statement that 
theatre in Newcastle would never improve 
until there was a proper critic appointed 
by the Newcastle Herald. "Little did I 
know that NBN was owned by a family 
which also partly owned the Herald. I was 
blackballed by the Herald for several 
months. 

"Actually I had said that the Herald had 
a habit of sending whichever reporter 
happened to be available to a show and I 
had complained because one of my shows 
was reviewed by the fellow who wrote the 
Surf and Baths column". e Some people in Newcastle liked Colin 
and other students. For example, the 
owner of the Aleron Restaurant liked the 
reviews and invited Colin to form a 
company of four as well as a pianist to 
present late night shows in a converted 
wine cellar. 

The assortment of students who used 
to present an hour of"really biting, vicious 
material" are Helen Bell, Jenny Pickering, 
John Holt, Cynthia Atkin, Janet Rawlings, 
Judy Rogers, Darrell Taylor and a few 
others. 

"The Aleron allowed us to earn enough 
money to keep ourselves a little more 
handsomely than other students were 
being kept," Colin said. 

In the immediate period following 
Colin's graduation he would return to the 
Aleron to present the New Year's Eve 
cabaret. 

He says a fundamental thing which he 
has recognised is how much the student 
revues influenced his style. "We worked 
und~r most stringent conditions, often 
gettmg dressed in the kitchen or the 
corr~dors . They had rapid-fire scripts, • 
be~ng a strong resemblance to the revues 
which first hit Wagga Wagga in 1972." 
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The Tighes Hill students wore causes 
on their sleeves and took autonomy into 
the city. 

"Our city marches were rather like what 
the Americans call their Commem Day. It 
was a chance to get out on the streets and 
be politically conscious.' ' 

Many of Colin's friends and family were 
horrified. ' 'What were you doing parading 
up Hunter Street dressed in silly clothes? 
You should be studying", was a common 
plaint. 

"We had floats and used to parade 
down the street drawing a lot of attention. 
It was a very big deal and we threw eggs 
and kidnapped the Lord Mayor and a few 
radio announcers. However we always 
directed the proceeds to worthwhile 
charities" . 

What Mr Anderson loved most of all 
about Tighes Hill was the tremendous 
comdraderie between students and their 
fellows and students and staff. "We were 
encouraged to talk to the lecturers - to 
want to learn. The staff led by example. 

"After we formed the Student Players, 
Noah was presented in order to raise 
money to get us started. Brin Newton
John agreed to play Noah and Dennis 
Biggins was the director. It was presented 
at the old Roxy Theatre in Hamilton. 

"We arranged for John Stowell's friend, 
Barry Humphries, (he wasn't Dame Edna 
then - only Edna) to put on a Sunday 
night show to raise money for the Union 
and Humphries packed the theatre. We 
made many thousands of pounds." 

One thing that did particularly 
distinguish Tighes Hill from Shortland 

was that in those days the graduations 
were held outdoors. 

"We graduates of 1963 sat on the 
chairs on the lawn and the dignitaries sat 
on the steps in front of the Clegg Building. 
There were about 40 graduates that year. 

"The students had started the tradition 
of giving a sherry party in the Common 
Room for the benefit of the new graduates. 
We served ghastly sherry out of flagons . 

"The Graduation Ball was held in the 
City Hall at night and there was the 
wonderful tradition of the girls wearing 
white and the boys wearing black ties. 
The parents sat in the gallery to watch the 
graduation waltz. I still have photographs 
of my graduation. It was a wonderful 
time!" 

The crunch came for Colin Anderson 
when he had to cut his ties with his home 
town to go and teach. "I can still remember 
getting on the Flyer. There was a flood of 
tears because I didn't want to leave my 
friends . We had been posted all over the 
state." 

He was appointed to James Ruse 
Agricultural High School in Sydney, where 
his first six months were hell, with, he 
says, the classes running riot around him. 
However his experience at the University 
came to his aid and the headmaster asked 
him to produce plays. 

He says his career had been an 
interesting one in several respects. 

"There were the abattoirs and there 
was the James Ruse Agricultural High 
School. Then I came to the old Agricultural 
College at Wagga Wagga and a friend 
used to say that I put the culture into 
agriculture". 

While the end-of-year revue is still an 
anticipated theatrical event in Wagga 
Wagga, it is only part of the Charles Sturt 
University's drama program. 

RivCol Drama, the University's per
formance arm, does four stage productions 
a year, including two dramas and one 
musical. 

The Canberra Repertory Society asked 
Colin Anderson to direct a play each year. 
He has also visited America twice to work 
as an invited director. 

What does Mr Anderson plan for his 
future? 

''I tho~ght I would stay for just a couple 
of years m Wagga Wagga but the city has 
an enormously strong sense of community 
and I've stayed 18 years so far. This year 
the Associate Diploma in Drama became a 
full degree program with students 
majoring in either acting or technical 
production. 

"I will stay here probably for a few 
more years but I think I am running out of 
steam and need new fields." 

Newcastle, hopifully, will see Colin Anderson back, even if only to 
present a New Year's Eve review at the Aleron. 
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