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Three Days in May was produced by Bill Kenwright and first performed at the Theatre Royal, Windsor, on 16 August 2011. The cast was as follows:
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THREE DAYS IN MAY




 





‘It is where the balance quivers, and the proportions are veiled in mist, that the opportunity for world-saving decisions presents itself.’




 





Winston S. Churchill, The Gathering Storm

























Act One



















PROLOGUE







Sunday, the 26 May 1940.


Morning.


As the house lights come down, the sombre sound of a church bell tolling out the time. It rings ten times as the lights come up on five dark-suited men kneeling in prayer at the front of the stage facing the audience.


Pause.


The last chime fades out as a good-looking young man (twenty-five) with greased-back hair and wearing a suit and tie, walks on to the stage and faces the audience.


Jock Hello. My name’s Jock Colville and I’m dead now.


Beat.


But this isn’t my funeral. This is the service held at Westminster Abbey on Sunday 26th May 1940. The National Day of Prayer.


Beat.


And that’s the British War Cabinet. On its knees.


He turns to face them.


There’s Churchill, of course, in the middle. My boss. Well, everyone’s boss, I suppose …


He looks at Churchill, sixty-five and jowly.


And there to the right of him is my old boss, Neville Chamberlain …


He looks at Chamberlain, seventy-one, with a moustache and greying hair.


Prime Minister until just sixteen days ago, he is still, people forget, in the Cabinet and still Leader of the Conservative Party in the new coalition government.


He looks again at the ill-looking and depressed Chamberlain.


To the right of Chamberlain, naturally, is Chamberlain’s right-hand man, Lord Halifax.


He looks at Halifax, fifty-nine, tall and willowy.


Still Foreign Secretary, he is known as the Holy Fox for his love of the High Church and hunting … Maybe this was his idea?


Halifax lifts his head and speaks.


Halifax Prayer is the one instrument which even the humblest amongst us can use in his country’s service.


Then lowers it again.


Jock smiles.


Jock Finally, to the left of Churchill, are the two new-boy Labour Ministers. Clement Attlee, my future boss after the war …


He looks at Attlee, fifty-seven and balding, with a dark moustache.


Who Churchill once described as a modest little man with plenty to be modest about …


Attlee lifts his head and smiles but says nothing. Then lowers it again.


And on the far left, his deputy, Arthur Greenwood. A Yorkshireman.


He looks at Greenwood, sixty, with small round glasses, who lifts his head.


Greenwood Labour hates war, but it hates Fascism even more. 


Jock smiles as Greenwood lowers his head.


Then turns back to the audience.


Jock So there they are. The five men whose job it is somehow to extricate the country from its worst crisis in nearly a thousand years … as Hitler has just swept through Western Europe in little over a fortnight and now occupies Austria, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Norway, Denmark and Holland, and is on the point of conquering Belgium and France. Moreover, he has a non-aggression pact with Stalin’s Russia, Mussolini’s Fascist Italy seems about to come in on Germany’s side and America, still in the grip of its isolationists, is nowhere to be seen … Meanwhile, almost half a million British and French troops are surrounded in northern France and appear to be entirely at Hitler’s mercy.


He glances at the kneeling men.


So you can see why they’re praying.


Beat.


This is what Chamberlain wrote in his diary that night.


Chamberlain raises his head.


Chamberlain The blackest day of all … I could hardly attend to the service with this load on my mind … A terrible position for France and ourselves. The most horrible in our history.


He lowers it again.


Jock Now I’m sure you know about Dunkirk and how, in the days after this one, the British Army escaped by the skin of its teeth from the Germans at the start of the war. But what you may not know is that at precisely the same time back in London, the War Cabinet were seriously considering throwing in the towel and suing for peace. And the reason you don’t is because Churchill didn’t want you to. He didn’t want people to think there was ever a moment when Britain wobbled. When even he wobbled … for a moment.


He looks at Churchill still kneeling in prayer.


But after all this time … well, I think it’s all right to tell you now.


He smiles.


So to go back to the beginning, our story starts on that fateful last Sunday morning in May when practically everyone but me was at the Abbey and a telegram came through from Paris saying that the French Prime Minister, Monsieur Reynaud, was flying in and wished to see the Prime Minister immediately … and alone.


Beat.


Needless to say, it was raining.


The sound of rain as the lights cross-fade from Westminster Abbey to the Cabinet room.



















SCENE ONE







The Cabinet Room, 10 Downing Street, London.


Sunday, the 26 May.


The large Cabinet table with chairs round it dominates the room, and set apart from it downstage right is a small desk (Jock’s) with a chair facing sideways to the audience. Upstage of that is a bookcase.


The sound of rain continues.


Paul Reynaud – sixty-one, small and dark – waits alone, looking anxious and shaken.


He glances at his watch impatiently.


Then Jock enters through a door stage left.


Reynaud turns round quickly but is disappointed when he sees it’s only Jock.


Jock smiles apologetically. 


Jock He’s got the message and is on his way.


Reynaud Good.


But Reynaud still looks full of concern.


Jock wonders what to do next.


Jock Um … Voulez-vous … avoir … quelque chose … à boire?


Reynaud looks at him for a moment, unimpressed.


Café, peut-être?


Reynaud No, thank you. Not until the Prime Minister arrives.


Jock smiles.


Jock Right. Of course.


Pause.


Jock continues to stand around awkwardly.


Shouldn’t be long.


Reynaud glances at him and Jock smiles weakly back.


It’s not far from here. The Abbey.


Reynaud Mm …


Jock thinks desperately.


Jock Just a few minutes’ walk, in fact.


Beat.


Down the road, turn right and across Parliament Square –


Reynaud Yes, I know where it is.


Jock Yes, of course. Sorry.


Beat. 


Reynaud Look, haven’t you got some work to do?


Jock Well, yes, but –


Reynaud Then please, feel free to get on with it.


Jock Yes, of course. Thank you.


Feeling he has done his duty, Jock goes to his desk upstage and begins sorting through the red Prime Ministerial box.


Reynaud continues to wait anxiously.


Then finally the door opens and Churchill enters carrying his gas mask.


Reynaud Prime Minister …


Reynaud moves towards him.


Churchill Premier …


They shake hands and look at it each other for a moment.


Good to see you.


Reynaud And you, Prime Minister. And you.


They break and Churchill puts his gas mask down.


Churchill But you haven’t got a drink. Jock, why haven’t you given Monsieur Reynaud a drink?


Jock Well, I …


Churchill What would you like, Premier?


Reynaud Perhaps a little cognac.


Churchill Of course. Jock, two cognacs.


Jock Yes, sir.


Jock pours the drinks.


Churchill Sorry I wasn’t here to meet you. How was your flight? 


Reynaud Well, I wasn’t shot down. And in these times we must be grateful for that, non?


Churchill looks at him uncertainly.


Churchill Mm …


Jock arrives with the drinks, giving one to Reynaud first.


Reynaud Thank you.


And then to Churchill.


Churchill raises his glass.


Churchill To the Alliance.


Reynaud hesitates before lifting his glass.


Reynaud Yes … the Alliance.


They drink.


So … you may be wondering why I have come all this way to see you, instead of just picking up the telephone.


Churchill It did cross my mind.


Reynaud Well then, I shall get straight to the point.


Beat.


We received news last night from our Ambassador in Rome that Mussolini is about to enter the war.


Churchill takes this in.


Churchill Yes, well, that doesn’t altogether surprise me.


Reynaud No … But for us I fear it could be the last straw. You see, as it is, we have only fifty divisions left to face Germany’s one hundred and fifty, and if Italy comes in we will not be able to add the ten that are currently stationed on our south-east border.


Churchill Yes, I see that. But once our counter-attack starts, then we will have the Germans on the back foot for a change and everything may turn around. So, if General Weygand would just give the order, Lord Gort will attack too and then they can link up north of the Somme and –


Reynaud There will be no counter-attack.


Churchill is stunned.


Churchill What?


Reynaud General Weygand says it is impossible. The Germans are too strong for us.


Churchill takes this in.


Churchill But if we don’t try, how can we know that?


Reynaud Oh, we have tried, Prime Minister. God knows we have. But we have no answer to their tanks and aircraft. Without more air cover ourselves, that is. And of course that depends on you.


Churchill looks uncomfortable.


Churchill Yes, well … we have already sent a quarter of our fighters and lost them all. And you will understand that we must hold back some for our own defence.


Reynaud Oh yes, I understand. After all, we must all look for our own salvation, non?


He looks at Churchill.


Which is why France must now look elsewhere for hers.


He drinks.


Churchill What do you mean?


Beat.


Reynaud Our Ambassador says we may be able to prevent Italy coming in if we are prepared to pay a certain price. 


Churchill Meaning?


Reynaud France must give up Corsica, Tunisia and Algeria – and Britain, Gibraltar, Malta and Suez.


Churchill … Suez?


Reynaud Yes. Mussolini again stressed the humiliation he feels at the presence of the British at both gates of the Mediterranean … But in return for these, he might be persuaded not only to stay out of the war but, perhaps more importantly, to play the role of mediator for a wider European settlement.


Churchill reacts.


Churchill As he did at Munich, you mean?


Reynaud … Yes.


Churchill How kind of him.


A thought suddenly occurs to him.


Have you been offered peace terms by Germany, then?


Reynaud No … not yet. But we know that we can get an offer if we want one.


Churchill Yes, I dare say you can.


Reynaud reacts uncomfortably.


Reynaud Look, we are prepared to fight on. Of course we are. But the truth is France cannot resist for much longer … So, I think we have no choice but to make an approach to Italy, both to try and keep her out of the war, and to … mediate a wider European settlement.


Churchill You mean sue for peace.


Reynaud hesitates.


Reynaud Regrettably … yes.


A solemn pause. 


But of course we shall do nothing without your agreement.


Churchill Of course.


Churchill looks at him penetratingly.


Reynaud gives a little smile. Then looks away.


And you absolutely refuse to counter-attack?


Reynaud … I’m afraid so, yes. I would like to, of course, but General Weygand assures me it would have no chance of success.


Churchill thinks.


Churchill Very well then. I shall put your suggestion to my colleagues.


Reynaud Thank you.


Reynaud is relieved.


And if I may say so, I feel sure that Mr Chamberlain and Lord Halifax will receive it with sympathy and understanding.


Churchill Mm …


Churchill reflects on this with concern.


In the meantime, though, since you have no intention of attacking, I trust General Weygand will issue an order to Lord Gort for the British Expeditionary Force to fall back on the coast?


Reynaud Of course.


Churchill Thank you.


They get up.


Reynaud I shall wait to hear from you then.


Churchill Yes.


They look at each other for a moment with sadness. 


Reynaud Well … till we meet again.


Churchill Yes … Au revoir, Premier.


They shake hands, knowing it might be for the last time.


Then Reynaud goes.


Churchill thinks for a moment.


Then turns to Jock.


Summon the War Cabinet for an urgent meeting at two p.m.


Jock Yes, sir.


Jock goes out.


Churchill is left alone.


He stands there for a moment.


Then collapses into his chair and puts his head in his hands as the lights fade.
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