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Making The Greatest Menace: an Insider 
Account of an Acclaimed Narrative Podcast 

about a Gay Prison

SIOBHÁN MCHUGH

Siobhán McHugh is a multi-award-winning producer of narrative journalism 
podcasts and critic who founded RadioDoc Review, the first journal of critical 
analysis of crafted audio storytelling. Her book, The Power of Podcasting: 
Telling Stories Through Sound (Columbia University Press, 2022) analyses 
the aesthetics and production practices of narrative podcasts. She has published 
widely on the affective power of audio storytelling and the impact of podcasting 
as a new medium, including this longer article on The Greatest Menace. She is 

Honorary Associate Professor in Journalism at University of Wollongong.

The Greatest Menace: Inside the Gay Prison Experiment is a nine-episode narrative jour-

nalism podcast just over six hours long, with episodes from 35 to 50 minutes. The series 

was published globally on the Audible platform in 2022, with a follow-up episode a 

year later. It is free on Audible, described as follows: 

Tucked away amongst snow-covered mountains is a tiny Australian town with 

a dark secret. Journalist Patrick Abboud hears whispers that it was once home 

to the world’s only ‘gay prison’. A prison that specifically incarcerated gay men. 

His investigation… reveals… a covert government operation to eradicate ‘the 

greatest menace to society’: homosexuality.1                  

1	 Patrick Abboud (host), The Greatest Menace, published by Audible, podcast series, 2022, 6 hours, 8 minutes, 
https://www.audible.com.au/pd/The-Greatest-Menace-Audiobook/B09S169W9J?source_code=AU-
DOR02802142200QT.

https://www.smh.com.au/culture/tv-and-radio/s-town-s-brian-reed-is-back-with-an-intriguing-new-serial-podcast-20220315-p5a4tt.html
https://www.uowoajournals.org/rdr/
https://ro.uow.edu.au/rdr/vol8/iss1/7/
https://ro.uow.edu.au/rdr/vol8/iss1/7/
https://cup.columbia.edu/book/the-power-of-podcasting/9780231208772
https://cup.columbia.edu/book/the-power-of-podcasting/9780231208772
https://s35767.pcdn.co/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/10-Essay-3_S-Town.pdf
https://s35767.pcdn.co/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/10-Essay-3_S-Town.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1093/ohr/ohs092
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ufYXG8Nbc_s
https://www.cogitatiopress.com/mediaandcommunication/article/view/9066
https://www.audible.com.au/pd/The-Greatest-Menace-Audiobook/B09S169W9J?source_code=AUDOR02802142200QT
https://www.audible.com.au/pd/The-Greatest-Menace-Audiobook/B09S169W9J?source_code=AUDOR02802142200QT


163

Figure 1 Artwork for The Greatest Menace podcast, by Audible Australia. Source: Audible Australia. https://www.audible.com.

au/pd/The-Greatest-Menace-Audiobook/B09S169W9J

Longform audio interviews form the core of the podcast, which (spoilers!) investigates 

a prison established by the NSW state government in Cooma in 1957 to study the 

‘causes and treatment’ of homosexuality. Until homosexuality was decriminalised in 

1984, men could be arrested for engaging in homosexual activity or even expressing 

interest in doing so; a branch of police called the Vice Squad deployed undercover 

police to entrap gay men by making overtures to suspected homosexuals at gay ‘beats’. 

One man interviewed (episode nine) received a sentence of one year in such a scenario. 

A committee headed by William Trethowan, Professor of Psychiatry at the Univer-

sity of Sydney, analysed inmates’ response to ‘treatment’, but as the podcast reveals, 

its report, due in 1963, is mysteriously absent from State Archives and has never been 

located.

Interviews were recorded by journalists and producers Patrick Abboud and Simon 

Cunich over two years. One year into the three-year project, I was contracted as 

consulting producer to advise on converting the meticulous research (extensive archival 

documents supplemented the audio recordings) into compelling episodic audio story-

telling, as a narrative podcast.

Reports: McHugh

https://www.audible.com.au/pd/The-Greatest-Menace-Audiobook/B09S169W9J
https://www.audible.com.au/pd/The-Greatest-Menace-Audiobook/B09S169W9J
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Interviews were conducted following principles of ethical journalism.2 Journalism 

and oral history have been described as ‘kissing cousins’ because of their overlapping 

elements: giving voice to ‘ordinary’ people and sourcing unknown or suppressed aspects 

of history.3 However, there are differences between the fields. Abboud and Cunich are 

documentary journalists, who eschew the shallow or sensationalist end of journalism. 

But as storytellers, they are aware of the need to elicit engaging raw material. As host and 

interviewer, Abboud dug for details and encouraged interviewees not just to describe 

their experiences but to reflect on how they felt now about what had happened. 

Those interviewed included former inmates, prison officers and police, gay rights activ-

ists and queer historians, residents of the town where the prison was located, academic 

researchers and relatives of the prison’s executive committee, including the daughter of 

its late chair, Professor Trethowan. 

When I came on board in mid-2020, we had a trove of 102 hours of interview record-

ings, transcribed via Otter AI, and 24 hours of actuality – ambient/location sound 

that complements the interviews. This aids narrative transitions and can help build a 

rounded picture of the interviewee by including small ‘scenes’. These might range from 

chit-chat about the prizewinning cats owned by gay couple of 50 years Terry and John 

(episode one) and sounds of the cats mewing, to the recording of interviewee Fabian 

(episode five) eating the dinner he cooked for Pat as they share lighthearted moments 

before resuming an interview that becomes very dark, as Fabian describes receiving 

aversion therapy. 

2	 ‘Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance Journalist Code of Ethics’, MEAA. Available at https://www.meaa.
org/meaa-media/code-of-ethics/. Accessed 4 April 2025.

3	 Mark Feldstein, ‘Kissing Cousins: Journalism and Oral History’, The Oral History Review 31, no. 1 (2004): 
1–22. https://doi.org/10.1525/ohr.2004.31.1.1

https://www.meaa.org/meaa-media/code-of-ethics/
https://www.meaa.org/meaa-media/code-of-ethics/
https://doi.org/10.1525/ohr.2004.31.1.1
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Figure 2 Patrick Abboud (left) and Siobhán McHugh (right) observe a whiteboard depicting draft podcast elements at an 

early production meeting for The Greatest Menace. Photograph by Simon Cunich. Photograph courtesy of Siobhán McHugh.

At our first production meeting, we used a whiteboard to map a draft narrative structure, 

using colour-coded post-it notes to depict different elements: ‘talent’ (interviewee), 

archival audio, dramatised/voiceover (such as a reading of a newspaper report) and 

main story ‘beats’, or topics. This gives a visual grasp on the audio texture of an episode 

– a vital aspect which along with pace/timing and music/crafting, is key to maintaining 

listener engagement. An unrelieved voice will pall, while dense interviews can be more 

easily digested if ‘punctuated’ with illustrative archival audio or music. 

Audio only exists in real time – unlike video, you can’t freeze-frame it – so timing is 

crucial to aid cognition. The mantra in narrative podcasting is ‘let it breathe’. Do not 

butt one interview up against another, or even a long part of an interview with another 

long excerpt – break it up with ambient sound or other elements. 

These aesthetic considerations played out in post-production as we assembled episode 

drafts. On that first day however, I had an epiphany about the storytelling aspects. 

Among the light pink story beats on the whiteboard, I noticed occasional notes that 

depicted Pat’s personal journey. Having known Pat professionally for many years, 

I knew he was Palestinian-Lebanese and from a close family. Now he told me about 

the complexities and stress of coming out as a gay man in his culturally homophobic 

Reports: McHugh
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Arab-Australian community. His mother, Marie, cried when she heard he was gay, 

wondering what she’d ‘done wrong’. It took years before Marie became reconciled to 

her son’s sexuality. I knew this moving personal story would make an affecting counter-

point to our macro-narrative of societal attitudes towards homosexuality. The parasocial 

relationship between podcast host and listener is a key strength of the podcast medium 

and self-disclosure by the host deepens that bond. So I asked Pat if we could include a 

‘beat’ of his identity journey in each episode. Pat tentatively agreed. As the production 

unfolded, we recorded scenes: Pat talking to his mum about visiting the jail; telling her 

he was hunting down the report; visiting a favourite aunt, who plies him with Lebanese 

food. But it is the meta-commentary that Simon records afterwards in the car that so 

illuminates the situation, as Pat describes his frustration: ‘I wanted to tell her that I 

was happy, I’d bought a house with my partner who I’ve been with for seven years, and 

having a kid. And I couldn’t do any of that stuff because I was still really too scared. I 

didn’t even know if she knew that I’m gay.’4

The podcast has many such revelatory scenes, which require self-awareness and/or fore-

thought to record.5 One inflammatory moment came out of the blue. Brian Curzon 

(episode four) was a Cooma local and church volunteer who had visited the prison. 

During the interview, he needled Pat about being gay (‘don’t hold hands in Oxford 

Street’). The hostility escalates startlingly when he implies ‘homosexual’ and ‘paedo-

phile’ are the same. We highlighted the egregiousness of this suggestion in the mix, by 

introducing lightly pulsing music, which builds narrative tension (listen below).

4	 Patrick Abboud, ‘Hub for Innovation in Podcasting’ (public lecture, The University of Sydney, 17 March 
2022). https://hippodcasts.org/talks/

5	 Siobhán McHugh, ‘Intimacy, Trust, and Justice on The Greatest Menace, a Podcast Exposing a “Gay Prison”’, 
Media and Communication 13 (2025). https://doi.org/10.17645/mac.9066

https://hippodcasts.org/talks/
https://doi.org/10.17645/mac.9066
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Figure 3 Script excerpt, episode 4, The Greatest Menace podcast. Photograph by Siobhán McHugh. Photograph courtesy of The 

Greatest Menace, Lockdown Productions. https://www.thegreatestmenace.com/

AUDIO CLIP CURZON

Excerpt Episode 4, The Greatest Menace, interview with Brian Curzon, a volunteer at 

Cooma Prison in the ’90s.  

In: If you were two homosexuals.. 

Out: …. Car drives away. 

Duration: 2mins33secs

URL: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1gyxbAvNd41ocbLggd6P0FD8NNztkZ4LV/

view?usp=sharing

The Curzon interview was only minimally edited. It needed to unfold in real time, but 

also, we did not want to manipulate, or be perceived as manipulating, a difficult inter-

viewee. We faced a different editing dilemma with John Bond, a former policeman who 

Reports: McHugh

https://www.thegreatestmenace.com/
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offered crucial testimony concerning police entrapment, in which he had participated. 

Editing seeks to distil the essence of an exchange: to cut away verbal flab and thereby 

sharpen the narrative. But when I listened to the episode’s first draft, I blanched. John’s 

selected excerpts made him sound more dastardly than I knew him to be (I had inter-

viewed him for a separate project, on sectarianism, years before). John had a moral code 

that had seen him challenge police misconduct, a side missing from the draft. In 

response to my concerns, Pat and Simon added a section where John describes standing 

up for an Aboriginal man a colleague tried speciously to arrest. This and other small 

inclusions rounded out John’s character from cartoonishly malevolent to the more 

messy human reality. Importantly, in so doing, we ensured that he was not misrepre-

sented through selective editing. 

Figure 4 Invitation to attend an Apology for Laws Against Homosexual Acts, NSW State Parliament, Sydney. Photograph by 

Jack Power, Programming & Engagement Advisor, Office of the Hon Chris Minns MP, Premier of New South Wales. Photo-

graph courtesy of Office of the Hon Chris Minns MP, Premier of New South Wales. 

 

The podcast had a major impact on participants, listeners, industry and even at legisla-

tive levels. Several contributors expressed deep gratitude for the sense of liberation it 

brought: it enabled David (episode nine) to come out as a gay man for the first time at 

86 years of age. That, and the expunging we co-organised of the criminal record imposed 

on him 60 years before for the ‘crime’ of homosexuality, were transformative, as he 

emotionally declares: ‘Sixty years’ worth of guilt has just been wiped away… It means 
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more to me than anything else in my life’. At Audible, it had a remarkable 4.9 out of 5 

stars from 501 listener reviews. Its ethical journalism standards were roundly endorsed 

when it won Australia’s highest accolade, a Walkley Award for Excellence in Journalism, 

as well as the Walkley Media Diversity Award. It won another 15 awards, many of them 

international, such as Best Social Justice Podcast at the New York Festivals. Most 

remarkably, the podcast was mentioned in NSW State Parliament as having helped 

trigger an Apology from the Premier to the LGBTQIA+ community for laws that 

criminalised homosexuality.6 Pat, Simon and I were invited guests who listened along 

with key contributors as politicians of all stripes spoke of their regret at the demonisa-

tion visited on the LGBTQIA+ community until 1984. 

Figure 5 Outside Parliament House, Sydney, 6 June 2024, before the Apology. Left to right: contributors Terry Goulden 

and his husband John Greenway; Paul Horan, Executive Producer, Audible; Jacquie Grant, contributor; Simon Cunich, Pat 

Abboud, beckoning to Siobhán McHugh to join the photo rather than take it. Photograph by Siobhán McHugh. Photograph 

courtesy of Siobhán McHugh. 

6	 Andrew Hornery, ‘Terry was arrested when he was 21. Next week the premier will say sorry’, Sydney 
Morning Herald, 30 May 2024, https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/terry-was-arrested-when-he-was-
21-next-week-the-premier-will-say-sorry-20240530-p5jhuo.html 

Reports: McHugh

https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/terry-was-arrested-when-he-was-21-next-week-the-premier-will-say-sorry-20240530-p5jhuo.html
https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/terry-was-arrested-when-he-was-21-next-week-the-premier-will-say-sorry-20240530-p5jhuo.html

