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Abstract: 

This project takes its impulse from Franz Kafka’s fragmented, fanciful, and fantastic 
Amerika (the man who disappeared), published posthumously in 1927. The script 
investigates the application of auto/biographical and screen memoir research to the 
construction of multiplatform narratives collating material collected from the 1950s to 
the present day drawn from my family’s travels in Zambia. This is a collaborative 
project that includes archival family and public footage, photographs, magazines, 
audio and visual interviews. This output takes the form of  ‘screenplay as work of 
art’, as screen memoir, underpinned by themes of home, place, memory and 
migration. 

 

Biographical notes: 

Dr. Hester Joyce is a Senior Lecturer in Media Screen + Sound at La Trobe 
University. She is co-author of New Zealand film and television: institution, industry 
and cultural change (2011) and a contributor to J Bennett and R Beirne (eds) Making 
film and television histories (2011). She has professional credits in acting, writing and 
directing in theatre and in acting, script consulting in film and television. Research 
interests include scriptwriting research, policy and practice; life writing and film 
memoir; national and indigenous cinema; and creative and media arts practice.   

Catherine Joyce is a writer and researcher working in Auckland. 
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THE CHARACTERS 

Lou, Em and Cat. Australian sisters in their fifties. 

SETTING/STAGE DESIGN 

The roads around the copper belt in northern Zambia near 

the Congo border in 2011. The townships of Chingola and 

Chililabombwe in the 1950s.  
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Afrika Ants 

TITLE UP: COPPERBELT, ZAMBIA, 2011 
 
FADE IN: 

1. EXT. NDOLA-CHINGOLA ROAD - DAY 

Pot-holed asphalt road whizzes by swarming with big 
mining trucks and smaller cars, most have seen better 
days. The road is narrow, two lanes with dirt walking 
tracks on either side and lots of foot traffic.  

Groups of women walking with heavy parcels, water, goods, 
balanced on their heads, children following. 

Men walking and on bicycles, loaded up. Goats, dogs 
wandering. Crowded. Precarious. 

 CAT (V.O) 
In 2011 my two sisters and I, 
went back to Zambia, to 
Chingola, for the first time 
since we had lived there in 
the 1950s. We stayed in a 
guesthouse run by a white 
Zimbabwean, Johnno. The 
guesthouse mostly had men, 
mostly from South Africa, 
staying in it who worked in 
mining. We were quite unusual 
in that the few tourists who 
came to Chingola would stay in 
the only, expensive hotel in 
town. 

Driving into a small town, rundown 1950s brick houses, a 
worn sign 'Welcome to Chingola'. 

CAT (V.O) 
We hired a car for our stay 
there. The men in the 
guesthouse were horrified to 
learn that we were driving 
around without a cell phone to 
use if we got into any 
trouble. 

A street, a sign for a boutique hotel 'The Hibiscus'. 
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A two-metre brick block fence topped with broken glass 
and barbed wire. 

On a forbidding iron gate a sign 'No trespassing, armed 
guard,' below, a graphic of teeth-bearing dogs. 

CAT (V.O) 
Johnno told us that when he 
first moved there he bought a 
new car. Being a flamboyant 
character, he bought a rather 
flash car, a large sedan 
painted a sparkly gold, and 
hired a driver. 

INSERT file photograph of sparkling gold winged car. 

CAT (V.O)  
This led to him being seen as 
a wealthy man, even though he 
insisted he was not. One night 
as he was being driven home, 
his driver stopped the car at 
an intersection and they were 
held up by a group of men with 
guns. They shot the driver and 
stole the car. Johnno said he 
was very shaken by this 
incident and he replaced the 
car with the most 
inconspicuous, ordinary car he 
could find. 

INSERT file photograph of small navy blue car. 

CUT TO: 

2. INT. CAR – DAY 

A long dirt road seen through a rear car window recedes 
into the distance. Bumpy, dry, dusty. 

Sequence of stills of bush views in late afternoon sun. 
Macchia-type scrub trees and native grasses crowding the 
roadside. 

A single grass roof adobe hut. A beaten bicycle leaning 
against a tree. 

Three women are inside the car, sisters, LOU is driving, 
CAT in front, EM in back.  Lou stops abruptly. 
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LOU 
(Pointing)  

Marching ants. 

EM 
Where? 

LOU 
There. Right in front of the 
car. 

EM 
Just a sec. 

Em gets out of the car. Is seen camera in hand from 
inside the car taking footage of the ants. 

INSERT documentary file footage close-up of a column of 
army ants. 

LOU 
(Shouts) 

Don’t stand in them. 

Em looks up briefly. Films for a little longer. Then 
jumps across the ants and gets back in the car. 

CAT 
 Great. Well-spotted. 

CUT TO: 

3. EXT. MINER’S COMPOUND - DAY 

A newly graded dirt road, wide areas of cleared areas, 
few trees. In the distance are large mining buildings, 
massive hills of open caste mining, mine-shaft towers. 
The road comes to a high fence with razor barbed wire 
tunneling across the top. A security gate opens. 

The car pulls into the dusty yard area of a mining 
accommodation compound. Rows of fresh white prefab 
buildings.  

LOU 
Bit different from our old 
place. 

EM 
Basic. Fly In Fly Outs I 
guess. Not quite the Utopian 
dream of the fifties. 
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Dominating the centre of the compound is a spreading tree 
towering out of the top of a very large anthill, over six 
metres high and across.  

Under the tree on a rudimentary wooden bench a man sits 
with his laptop. 

CAT 
Johnno said that's the only 
place they can get reception. 
They call it the internet 
cafe. 

CUT TO: 

4. EXT. SAFARI TENT DECK – DAY 

Lou, Em and Cat sit on the deck of a safari tent in warm 
afternoon sunlight. Em holds the camera pointing it 
towards Cat. 

CAT 
We could start with the ants. 

LOU 
Ants? 

CAT 
The ant stories. You know the 
ant hill in the front yard. 

LOU 
Oh, outside our other house in 
Bancroft? Chililabombwe, I 
mean. Not much of it left now 
- they're used for making 
bricks, I think. Something 
about the dirt being really 
fine because the ants have 
already digested it. 

INSERT still of the main street of Chililabombwe 
township. A wide impoverished streetscape, lined with one 
and two storied buildings - a bank, clothing store, a 
fake 'local Starbucks'. All with windows security 
grilled. 

Older model cars angled parked. 

INSERT still of demolished anthill in front of a simple 
tidy brick house. 
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CAT 
Mum told me they went to a 
cocktail party in someone's 
garden – quite formal. 

FADE TO: 

5. EXT. CHINGOLA HOUSE GARDEN 1958 

Silent footage of party gathering. Families, children. 
Sound of an old projector flicking. 

INSERT Hand drawn sequence of a group of people, cocktail 
glasses in hand, talking and laughing. 

At the centre a woman in a summer dress. 

CAT (V.O) 
She was standing chatting to 
someone and all of a sudden an 
electric shock went through 
her whole body. 

INSERT Hand drawing of the woman jettisoning her glass as 
an electric shock passes through her. 

CAT (V.O) 
She looked down and her legs 
were covered in ants. They had 
climbed up all over her while 
she was chatting and she 
hadn't noticed. They bite on 
command and they bit her all 
at once. 

INSERT Series of drawings of the woman, running away from 
the party, in a bathroom stripping off and sitting in a 
bathtub.  

CAT (V.O) 
She just had to run home, 
strip off all her clothes and 
jump in to a bath full of 
water. 

CUT TO: 

6. EXT. SAFARI TENT DECK – DAY 

Lou, Em and Cat on the deck of a safari tent. 
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CAT 
Pinching ants, she said. 

Em hands the camera to Cat. 

EM 
This is a story Dad told me. 

Cat plays around with the camera. 

EM 
Just a portrait size, chest up 
and press the red button. As 
long as the green light is on. 
We just want the audio anyway 
I reckon. 

FADE TO: 

7. EXT. CHINGOLA MINE HOSPTIAL 1958 – DAY 

Still of 1950s modest white brick building - faded deco 
style. A large treed garden at the front.  

EM (V.O)  
He was in the hospital lab and 
one of his technicians came 
running in and said there were 
ants coming. Up the path 
towards the lab. 

CUT TO: 

8. EXT. SAFARI TENT DECK – DAY  

Cat talks as she films. 

CAT 
Were the techs local? 

LOU 
It was a black hospital. For 
Africans only. Part of Dad's 
contract with the mining 
company was to train the local 
men in the lab. There was a 
white hospital, for expats, in 
another township. Probably 
army ants. A column. 
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EM 
Dad said they demolish 
everything in their way. So he 
was worried about the lab. 
Anyway. The tech squatted down 
and just looked at it for a 
while as it was heading up the 
path towards the lab door. 
Then he got a pair of tweezers 
and picked out one ant and 
turned it around and pointed 
it the other way. 

FADE TO: 

9. EXT. CHINGOLA MINE HOSPTIAL 1958 – DAY 

Documentary file footage. Close up of army ant column 
streaming in an orderly fashion along a concrete path. 
The head of the column stops, a moment of disarray - then 
the ants regroup and march off in a new direction. 

EM (V.O) 
After a few minutes the whole 
column turned and went the 
other way. 

CUT TO: 

10. EXT. SAFARI TENT DECK – DAY 

Lou, Em and Cat on the deck of a safari tent. The sun is 
lower, shadows deeper. 

CAT 
I never heard that story. We 
can use that stuff you got 
today of the ants. 

EM 
It's not there. I'm not sure 
what happened but I haven't 
got it. Should be able to get 
some for free. There'll be 
heaps on the internet. 

LOU 
Well I came home from school 
one day and Richard came over 
from next door. 
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Em takes the camera from Cat and turns it to Lou. 

CAT 
Do you remember this 
happening? 

LOU 
I was about six. This was in 
8th street. 

FADE TO: 

11. Ext. chingola house 1958 – day 

INSERT still of rear yard of a tidy brick mining house. 

LOU (V.O) 
And there were some marching 
ants going across the back 
garden somewhere near the 
garage. And he challenged me 
to jump over them. 

INSERT of girl-child’s face. Suspicious. 

LOU (V.O) 
So I jumped back and forth a 
few times. 

INSERT of girl gleefully jumping back and forth over a 
column of ants, plaits swinging. Boy looks on. 

LOU (V.O) 
(laughs) 

And then he challenged me to 
actually put my foot in them. 

INSERT of child's foot planting on a line of ants. 

LOU (V.O) 
And they immediately came all 
over me and the gardener had 
to come and hose me down. 

INSERT of Edward (Bemba tribe African man) hosing the 
girl down. Boy runs off. 

CUT TO: 



Joyce & Joyce     Afrika ants 

 TEXT Special Issue: Scriptwriting as Creative Writing Research 11 
eds Dallas Baker and Debra Beattie, October 2013	  

12. EXT. SAFARI TENT DECK – DAY 

In the dusk the women continue talking. 

CAT 
Was that Peanut? 

LOU 
Pinasi was his real name. But 
it sounded like penis so the 
expats called him Peanut. 

EM 
Sign of the times. 

LOU 
The gardener was Edward. 

CAT 
Did they bite? 

LOU 
Yea I think they bit. I can't 
really remember. Remember I 
told you there were service 
lanes at the back of the 
houses. I must've dropped my 
schoolbag there and in the 
ensuing sort of carry on 
someone stole it. I was very 
cross about that. 

CAT 
Dad told me a story about 
Edward. Dad was on call for 
emergencies one weekend and 
was called out to match some 
blood. It was the middle of 
the night. When he got to the 
lab he found that it was 
Edward that needed the 
transfusion. 

INSERT series of stills taken from the safaris tent deck 
over a lake as the sun is setting. 

Bush with sun striking through. Antelope grazing. 

An old wooden sign 'Cottage 200 Cape to Cairo Railway 
Line BSA Co 1907'. Exotic, magical dusk light. 
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CAT 
There was great rivalry 
between Edward and our 
neighbour's gardener. Edward 
had been accused of peeing on 
the neighbour's vegetable 
garden and the other gardener 
came over and slit Edward's 
throat with a knife. 

EM 
That must've happened in the 
African compound. They weren't 
allowed to live near us. 

LOU 
He was lucky Dad could match 
the blood in time. It's the 
middle of nowhere. 

EM 
That's what I thought. When we 
got off the plane and on that 
road from Ndola. 

LOU 
I know. What were they 
thinking? 

CAT 
But imagine what it was like 
coming from post-war Scotland. 
They were hungry for a start. 

EM 
In their twenties... 

CAT 
There's that letter from Dad's 
friend telling him about the 
dances and sundowner parties 
and how much they'd have to 
live on here. 

EM 
It must have seemed so exotic. 

LOU 
And warm. 

CUT TO: 
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13. EXT. NDOLA-CHINGOLA ROAD - DAY 

Lou driving, Em in the passenger seat and Cat in the 
back. 

EM 
Bloody hell. This is supposed 
to be the best road in Zambia. 

LOU 
The goats are a bit of worry. 
Wouldn’t want to hit one. 

CAT 
Never mind the trucks. 

Up ahead a van is parked off the road, one side up on a 
jack. Several men mill about as one waves down passing 
cars. None stop. 

LOU 
We could stop. 

CAT 
No! There's at least six of 
them and three of us. 

LOU 
It’s ok the doors are locked. 

CAT 
Don’t stop the car. Remember 
what happened to Johnno. 

Lou pulls over ahead of the van. 

CAT 
Jesus Lou. Don’t open the 
window. We don’t know what 
they want. Just keep the 
window shut. 

Em winds down the window a few centimetres. The man 
gesticulates through the gap. Em and Lou have a muted 
conversation with him. 

CAT 
We’re not giving him a ride! 
Just wind the window up. Just 
drive away.  

Em winds the window up as Lou pulls out on to the road. 
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CAT 
(looking back) 

That was weird. We slow down 
and stop then we tell him we 
can’t help them. 

The man stands abandoned at the roadside. Road 
busy with people and trucks and animals recedes 
out the rear window. 

FADE TO 
BLACK 

END OF SCRIPT 

  



Joyce & Joyce     Afrika ants 

 TEXT Special Issue: Scriptwriting as Creative Writing Research 15 
eds Dallas Baker and Debra Beattie, October 2013	  

Research statement  

 

Research background 

The study of literary auto/biography suggests the unavoidable collision (collusion) of 
the self and the other in the rendering of pasts (Anderson 2011). In biographical 
screenwriting, the audio-visual rendering compounds memory and its function in 
screen storytelling (Nichols 2001). This research begins with stories told by our 
parents about our beginnings in an exotic, distant place, Chingola, a mining township 
in the copper belt of northern Zambia. These stories were locked into our memories 
through the family’s home movies making them indistinguishable from real 
memories. Some now seem mundane, even trivial, but these are the stories we have 
remembered. In 2011, we went back to Zambia for the first time since the 1950s, and 
collected more stories of life as it is lived there now, told to us by the people we met, 
and those we brought with us, experienced first-hand. 

 

Research contribution 

Screenwriting develops a narrative, production constructs required footage and 
together they create a screen story. Here a range of material has arrived, 1950s family 
films, interviews with family members, recent footage, photographs and documentary 
archives. Told stories shape the script based on this found material. Missing material 
is collected from publically available sources. The script investigates the application 
of biographical and film memoir research to the construction of multiplatform 
narratives to collate such material. 

 

Research significance 

With increased availability of both the means of production and avenues of exhibition, 
construction of screen biography is challenging the boundaries of auto/biography. 
This script questions how audio-visual media can be used to represent the vagaries of 
memory in the recounting of stories. This genre might be called ‘screen memoir’. 
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