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 “What Was That?” 
 

“As wonderful as the mansion is by day, 
at night it transforms into a stunning theatrical 
setting which you are about to experience.” 

 

Historical Background 
 
The play “What Was That?” is set in the 19th century and is 

based on the true story of the Chirnside family and more 

specifically Thomas, his wife Mary and his brother 

Andrew Chirnside. 

 

The Chirnside brothers, Thomas and Andrew, came out from Scotland to Australia in 1839.  Over the 

years they accumulated enormous wealth as squatters, with their sole source of income coming from 

sheep farming.   Thomas, the elder brother, never married but had the magnificent Werribee Park 

Mansion built for his brother Andrew, his wife Mary and their three youngest children.  This was 

completed in 1877.  Thomas resided mainly at Point Cook but was a frequent visitor to Werribee 

Mansion. 
 

About the Play 
 

It isJuly 1908 and visitors such as yourselves are very rare here at Werribee Mansion.  The mistress, 

Mary Chirnside, died tragically three weeks ago and since then there have been many unusual 

occurrences in the house.  Despite this, the only two remaining servants, Maggie (the Head Maid) 

and Mr. Duncan (the Butler) have tried to keep positive as they await their new masters.  It is 

therefore with excitement that Maggie welcomes you here tonight.  But what happens on this night is 

both inexplicable and most enjoyable, because although their feeling of insecurity is growing this is 

far outweighed by their senses of humour.  Come along and bring yours! 

A Note from the Author – Alaine Beek 
Opening night for this play was 27 June 2003 and it has been performed virtually every weekend all 

year round since. Putting together a play in an historic building has brought with it many 

complicated considerations I had not previously encountered.  Conservation of the Mansion being 

of utmost importance, made normal free movement and technical aspects of light and sound, very 

difficult.  Also our audience capacity is restricted to the size of the rooms in the house allowing for an 

intimate and focussed group. It is a fine balance between keeping the risk to an absolute minimum 

and opening the doors to the public so we can get a glimpse of our Victorian past. 

I am deeply thankful to Parks Victoria for giving me the opportunity to produce this play in this 

magnificent house.  I also couldn’t have done it without such an incredibly talented, creative and 

dedicated team of actors and backstage crew.   
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Producer/author/actor Alaine has been involved in theatre and 

has been a professional singer for over 30 years in SA, Sydney and 

Melbourne.  ‘What Was That? was written by Alaine, workshopped 

with her team and opened 27.6.03  bringing the Chirnside story to life. 

‘Down to Earth’, was written, workshopped then first performed in 

2010.  She is Creative Director for the Wyndham Theatre Company 

and is contracted to run the Werribee Secondary College’s Drama 

Club (a ‘job’ she absolutely loves).  Alaine, wrote, produced and 

performed in ‘Was That a Bunyip?’ in 2012 for the Werribee Open 

Range Zoo as part of their Wild Nights holiday programme. Her play 

‘Point of No Return’ won ‘Judges Choice for Best Written Script’, 

‘People’s Choice for Best Written Script’ and ‘People’s Choice for Best 

Performed Play’ in the 2014 Playhouse Players National Playwright 

Award. This play is a drama based on true story of Point Puer boys’ 

prison in Tasmania.  Point of No Return had its’ first professional season 

at the Wyndham Cultural Centre April then Courthouse Youth Arts 

Theatre, Geelong in 2016. She has completed writing Shepherd Kings 

a drama involving the actual Chirnside characters with the plan to 

take this to full production for a state wide tour. Alaine discovered a 

love of improvisation in 2015 and has since undertaken a number of 

courses with Impro Melbourne. 

 

Ross Daniels has been a prominent figure in the Australian 

entertainment industry for over 25 years.  

Ross has guest starred in several TV dramas and comedies including 

Stingers, City Homicide and Lowdown. He also featured along-side 

Bud Tingwell in the award-winning episode of Round the Twist: ‘The 

Tears of Innocence’.  

He was most recently seen as the local villain/punter in the ABC’s 

telemovie Cliffy.  

On stage he starred in the sell-out production of UNPACK THIS - 

playing multiple characters attending a men’s anger management 

workshop.  

He was also an original, core cast member of the hit improvised 

musical SPONTANEOUS BROADWAY.  

Ross wrote and performed The Xfools comedy radio serial that ran for 

5 years on networks across Britain, Europe and Asia.  

Among his extensive stage appearances Ross has performed in over 

20 different productions for the Melbourne International Comedy 

Festival.  
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Glen Hancox 

 

 

Actor 

David has been working as an actor and theatre maker for nearly 

three decades. His stage career has encompassed both mainstream 

and fringe theatres around Australia and overseas, garnering him a 

number of Victorian Green Room awards and nominations. He has 

also appeared in a handful of feature films, shorts and dramatised 

documentaries. In television he is best known for his ongoing role as 

Simon, the barman in The Secret Life of Us (2000-2004), as well as a 

succession of guest roles in many popular dramas (including his AFI-

nominated role as a cross-dressing psychopath in Halifax: fp). He also 

works regularly on radio features, voiceovers and book 

narrations. He has recently begun writing for the stage, as well as 

conducting research in the area of applied theatre. His first play, 

Song of the Bleeding Throat, was produced by Eleventh Hour in 2011. 

In 2015, he performed in Beckett’s Endgame in Ireland.  That year he 

also performed with the Melbourne Theatre Company’s season of 

‘Jumpy’ in Melbourne and Sydney. 

 
 

Actor 

Kevin has worked in the entertainment industry for 25 years as an 

actor and director.  He has been seen in a number of feature films 

(most recently Sensitive New Age Killer) and has appeared in many 

television series including Stingers and Blue Heelers.  Most of his work 

has been in theatre with companies such as Melbourne Theatre Co., 

Australian Shakespeare Company, Complete Works Theatre 

Company and La Mama.  He has toured extensively with the 

Australian Shakespeare Company.  

Actor 

Glen has been acting for over 18 years and has been involved in TV, 

film, theatre, childrens’ productions, voice over, corporate videos 

and role play work. TV credits include House Husbands, Killing Time, 

City Homicide and Neighbours and he has also appeared in over 30 

films. Glen has an extensive and varied theatre career, working with 

companies such as La Mama and Hoy Polloy and acting in 

numerous Shakespeare productions.   
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Phil Cameron-Smith 

 

 

 

Actor 
Co founder of The Shift Theatre with Carolyn Bock, Helen Hopkins 

appeared in their productions of Two Sisters and a Piano and Fred at The 

Dog Theatre in Footscray. Together they have written, produced and 

performed in The Girls in Grey, about Australian army nurses during World 

War 1, which has had a season at Theatre Works in St Kilda and has 

toured Victoria and N.S.W. and W.A. It was on the VCE curriculum for 

Drama in 2012 and is published by Currency Press. Her theatre 

appearances include Wuthering Heights at Ripponlea, Much Ado 

About Nothing in Perth and Adelaide and the far north of Australia and 

Romeo and Juliet and Twelfth Night in Melbourne's Botanic Gardens for 

The Australian Shakespeare Company, Away for the Melbourne Theatre 

Company and Performing Arts Projects productions. La Mama 

productions include Lost in Ringwood, The Show Must Go On, Macbeth 

X, Dizney on Dry Ice, Thy Kingdom Come, Orpheus, Evidence, 

Monologues for an Apocalypse, Mary Shelley and the Monsters, Good 

Morning Midnight, Heights, Advice from a Caterpillar. She performed in 

Hoy Polloy's production of Boston Marriage and Essential Theatre's 

touring production of Romeo and Juliet. Helen has featured in lead roles 

in the films The Marey Project, Hamlet X, Ghost Paintings 1-4 for James 

Clayden and Sensitive New Age Killer (SNAK).  
 

Actor 
Clare studied acting at the National Theatre and completed film & TV 

courses at TAFTA & The Film Space.  She has entertained hospitalised 

children as ‘Captain Starlight’ and performed in various educational 

children’s shows.  She played the role of Phebe in Shakespeare’s ‘As 

You Like It’ (Dragonfly Theatre) for Melb. Fringe Festival 2008, and is 

thoroughly enjoying her ongoing gigs at Werribee Park Mansion as 

Maggie in ‘What Was That!’ and Esther McLeod in ‘Down To Earth’.  

Other plays include ‘We Wont’ Pay! We Won’t Pay!’ for the 2007 Melb. 

International Comedy Festival and numerous Australian short plays.  

Clare has also appeared in a number of short films, work regularly as a 

drama/primary teacher, and TV credits include ‘Dirt Game’ (ABC) and 

‘Triple Zero Heroes’ (Channel 7 Pilot). 
 
 

Actor 

A graduate of QUT Academy of the Arts, Philip began his career in 

Queensland touring Shakespeare around Australia and overseas. He 

has worked with La Boite Theatre Company in several production 

including the world premier of X-Stacey, by Margery Forde and The 

Queensland premier of Blackrock, by Nick Enright. 

 

Philip has lived and worked as a professional actor in Melbourne for the 

past 18 years. He has toured and performed with The Australian 

Shakespeare Company in numerous productions with credits including 

Romeo in Romeo and Juliet, Lysander and Snout in A Midsummer Nights 

Dream and Don Pedro in Much Ado About Nothing. Television credits 

include Neighbours and Blue Heelers.  Phil was awarded Best Actor in a 

Male role – Drama at the 2014 Victorian Drama League Awards for his 

role as Henry II in ‘The Lion in Winter.’ In 2015 and 2016 he performed in 

the role of Jason in Medea with Theatreworks. 

 
 



 

 

 

 

Werribee Park Mansion Hotel & Spa 

For pre-show dinner and/or an overnight stay with your theatrical experience, contact 

the hotel on (030) 9731 4000. 

 

 

Facebook Follow Alaine and her team’s activities on their Essence Productions 

facebook page. 

https://www.facebook.com/EssenceProductionsMelbourne/ 

 

 

Bookings and Gift vouchers.  Information and everything else - 

 www.essenceproductions.com.au 
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