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Author’s Note





Whilst I’m satisfied, having met most of the participants and interviewed them at length, that what follows is an accurate representation of what actually happened, in the end, as an author, I feel most comfortable thinking of this as a fiction – a creation. Finally, it is a play, not a historical document and I have on occasion, perhaps inevitably, been unable to resist using my imagination …

























First Performance





Frost/Nixon was first presented at the Donmar Warehouse, London, on 10 August 2006. The cast, in order of appearance, was as follows:




Richard Nixon  Frank Langella


Jim Reston  Elliot Cowan


David Frost  Michael Sheen


Jack Brennan  Corey Johnson


Evonne Goolagong  Kate Roscoe


John Birt  Rufus Wright


Manolo Sanchez  Amerjit Deu


Swifty Lazar  Kerry Shale


Caroline Cushing  Lydia Leonard


Bob Zelnick  Vincent Marzello





Director Michael Grandage


Designer Christopher Oram


Lighting Designer Neil Austin


Composer and Sound Designer Adam Cork


Video Designer Jon Driscoll
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SCENE ONE








The Oval Office of the White House. It’s 8 August 1974. Shortly before 9.00 p.m.


A television crew has rigged lights. Technicians and make-up ladies go about their business. A technician sits in the President’s chair as lights are being rigged. Sound tested. Suddenly he turns, his eyes widen in panic. He gets up, vacates the chair, as Richard Nixon, 37th President of the United States, walks on set.




Nixon   Maybe you should do this. You’re a lot better looking than me.


But the technician has gone. Nixon takes a seat.


   A ‘flash’ from a camera. A picture is taken by the official White House photographer.


That’s enough now, Ollie. The other guys will only get mad if I give you too many. What? (straining to listen) OK … one last shot.


Nixon smiles for the camera. An anxious grimace of distress. Most smiles are infectious. Make you want to smile back. Nixon’s has the opposite effect.


Have you got an extra camera in case the lights go out? (Another grimace.) Standard joke. Standard joke.


Make-up ladies fuss over him, putting final touches to his appearance – preparing him for a broadcast.


I’d like you to be generous with that … powder of yours. They probably told you … I tend to … ah … perspire.


A technician takes a light reading.


Taking a light reading? They say blondes photograph better than brunettes? Or is it the other way round? I forget.


‘Flash’: another picture is taken.


C’mon, Ollie, back off. My friend Ollie always wants to take a lot of pictures of me. I’m afraid he’ll catch me picking my nose. He wouldn’t print that, though, would you, Ollie? Now … are there any Secret Service in the room? There are? OUT. No … I was just kidding.


It’s the condemned man talking with his executioners.


Am I straight in the back? Would you mind checking my collar? Is it … it’s not ruffed up?


As final checks are made, an American man in his thirties, Jim Reston, steps onto the stage beside Nixon. He wears casual clothes. The longish hair of a liberal intellectual.


Reston   Aeschylus and his Greek contemporaries believed that the gods begrudged human success, and would send a curse of ‘hubris’ on a person at the height of their powers; a loss of sanity that would eventually bring about their downfall. Nowadays, we give the gods less credit. We prefer to call it self-destruction.


A Studio Manager appears.


Studio Manager   Thirty seconds, Mr President.


Reston   In the summer of 1972 Richard Nixon had brought the war in Vietnam to an end, achieved a diplomatic breakthrough with the Russians, had been the first Western leader to visit the People’s Republic of China and presided over a period of economic stability at home. His approval ratings matched Kennedy’s, none of his political opponents could lay a finger on him, he was about to be re-elected with the largest landslide in recent political history and then … he decided to try to cover up a third-rate burglary.


Studio Manager   Fifteen seconds …


Reston   Two years later, with impeachment an inevitability, rather than suffer the humiliation of a trial, with all the damage that could do to the office of President, Nixon offered his resignation …


Studio Manager   … five, four, three, two, one …


A lighting change. Suddenly Nixon is all alone. In an instant his voice changes. Becomes deeper. Stronger. Presidential.


Nixon   Good evening. This is the thirty-seventh time I have spoken to you from this office where so many decisions have been made that shaped the history of our nation …


Reston   Like everyone else, I had watched the Watergate drama play out in my living room. I’d been glued to the Select and the Judiciary Committee hearings night after night, week after week, month after month. Now, finally, it had come to this …


Nixon   … therefore I shall resign the Presidency, effective at noon tomorrow.


Reston   But instead of the satisfaction I imagined I would feel, I just got angrier and angrier. Because there was no admission of guilt. No apology.


Nixon   To leave office before my term is completed is abhorrent to every instinct in my body. I have never been a quitter. But I do so secure in the knowledge that America is a better country, and the world a safer place, than when I came to power five and a half years ago.


Reston   Little did I know then that I would one day be part of a team that would try to elicit that apology …


Nixon   To have served in this office is to have felt a very personal sense of kinship with each and every American. In leaving it, I do so with this prayer: may God’s grace be with you in all the days ahead.


Reston   … and that the team would be led by the most unlikely white knight. A man with no political convictions. Indeed, someone who had never voted in his life. But someone who had one big advantage over all of us. He understood television.


Blackout.
























SCENE TWO








A television studio in Sydney, Australia.


Swirling lights. Music plays: the theme music to The Frost Show (‘By George, It’s the David Frost Show’) – and David Frost (late thirties) bursts through swing doors. Blazer and slacks.




Frost   Hello, good evening, and, with the eyes of the world focused on the White House, here in Australia burglars have broken into a meat factory in Brisbane and stolen a ton of sausages. Queensland police are looking for men in a long, thin, getaway car.


A tall American man walks on stage, Colonel Jack Brennan. Ex-military. Nixon’s Chief of Staff. Razor-cut hair. Still wears uniform. Chiselled features. Handsome face.


Brennan   We in the Nixon camp didn’t know much about David Frost, except that he was a British talk-show host, with something of a playboy reputation, who’d had a talk show here in the US for a while … which had won some awards, but hadn’t syndicated well, so had been dropped by the Network.


Frost   My first guest tonight grew up in a tin hut in New South Wales. By the age of five she was hitting tennis balls against a wall with a piece of wood …


Brennan   We subsequently learned Frost had taken the show to Australia, which is where he was on the morning of August 9th, the day the President left the White House …


Frost   … a few weeks ago she became the first aboriginal Australian to win Wimbledon. She also got engaged to be married. Ladies and Gentlemen, Evonne Goolagong.


Frost goes to join an attractive aboriginal woman in her early twenties. She speaks with an Australian accent.


You can’t do it. We won’t allow it.


Evonne What?


Frost   You cannot change your name. ‘Goolagong’ is the most famous name in Australia. Is there another reason? Something you’re not telling us? Your husband’s first name isn’t Ging Gang, is it?


Evonne No – it’s Roger. Actually, we had thought of hyphenating.


Brennan   The time difference between Washington and Sydney is ten hours. So while Frost was finishing off his show in Sydney, the President was saying goodbye to his staff in the East Room …


Richard Nixon, standing on a raised stage, addresses the White House staff.


Nixon   I remember my old man … He was a streetcar motorman first … then he was a farmer … and then he had a lemon ranch. It was the poorest lemon ranch in California. He sold it before they found oil in it. And nobody will ever write a book about my mother … but my mother was a saint.


Brennan   Later some members of the media claimed the President’s ‘free associations’ had been the result of staying up all night drinking – and that it marked the beginnings of some kind of mental breakdown. Well … speaking as his Chief of Staff – someone who had seen him give speeches on hundreds of occasions – I can assure you that was as sober and dignified a performance as I ever saw him give.


Nixon   … And so, I say to all of you, be proud of what you have done. Continue to give your best. Never get discouraged. Never be petty. Always remember, others may hate you, but those who hate you don’t win unless you hate them and then you destroy yourself …


Brennan   Moments later, the President and First Lady got into the helicopter on the White House lawn, and he gave his signature wave … the ‘victory salute’. Strong, proud, undefeated …


Nixon stands on a raised stage, both hands in the air, a big, awkward smile.


Now, I’m a military man, but I don’t mind telling you, watching from inside the helicopter, I wept at that moment. And wept for a good deal of the journey back to California. While 30,000 feet below us liberal America cheered. And gloated! The trendies. The hippies. The draft-dodgers and dilettantes. They had got rid of Richard Nixon. Their bogeyman. And who did they get in his place? Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter.


Brennan exits, as Jim Reston enters from another side.


Reston   A week later, Frost was in London having lunch with his friend and long-time producer, John Birt.
























SCENE THREE










Frost   John, I’m thrilled I am for you – really thrilled.


Reston   Tall, with round wire glasses and classic English complexion, Birt was just thirty-one, and grey-haired already.


Frost   C’mon … show me the card.


Birt sheepishly, proudly, produces the card from his wallet. Frost reads it, a low whistle.


Look at that … ‘Head of Current Affairs’. You clever, clever thing. You must be very proud.


Birt   Thank you, I am.


Frost   Already reshaping the department? Coming up with five year plans? Directives? Lists? You always were a list man.


Birt   I like to be … organised.


Frost   So, the chances of me ‘borrowing’ you for a bit wouldn’t be great?


From Birt’s blank look:


I’ve had an idea, John. Rather a bold idea. For an interview. And in a moment of … Well … it’s too late now … it’s done … I wrote to his people and made an offer. Now suddenly I find myself in the position of … if the subject were to say ‘yes’ … well, he’s rather a big fish … that swims in not untricky waters … I suppose I’m saying … I could really use the help of an ‘organised’ mind.
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