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First Performance





Credible Witness was first performed in the Royal Court Jerwood Theatre Upstairs, London, on 8 February 2001. The cast in order of appearance was as follows:




Alexander Karagy   Adam Kotz


Petra Karagy   Olympia Dukakis


Paul   Paul Bhattacharjee


Anna   Tea Agbaba


Ali   Yusuf Altin


Henry   Benjamin Boateng


Aziz   Anthony Barclay


Ameena   Leona Ekembe


Shivan   Vincent Ebrahim


Leon   Roland John-Leopoldie


Simon   Clive Merrison


 


Director   Sacha Wares


Designer   Es Devlin


Lighting Designer   Paule Constable


Sound Designer   Fergus O’Hare for Aura


Composer   Adrian Lee


Company Voice Work   Patsy Rodenburg

























Characters





in order of appearance


 


Alexander Karagy


Petra Karagy


Paul


Anna


Ali


Henry


Aziz


Ameena


Shivan


Leon


Simon



















Then thus I turn me from my country’s light,


To dwell in solemn shades of endless night.


 


Shakespeare, Richard II, I, iii
























PROLOGUE








A small archaeological dig in Northern Greece. Alexander Karagy guides a group of children.




Alexander   Ke tora, children, tell me this: pos anakalyptoume tyn istoria? How do you find history? Look at these walls: dug up a few years ago. Before then, a field of wheat in Northern Greece. Now: five thousand years of Macedonian history. See here: we have an Iron Age layer, but above, on exactly the same alignment, a street from the Bronze Age. A new history built on top of old histories. Then, a devastating fire. Later, maybe here, a house belonging to a Macedonian general, where Alexander the Great stayed, planning the Persian campaign. That house too was buried and the land criss-crossed by Romans, Byzantines, Turks collecting taxes, Englishmen planting cotton. A school was built here to teach Bulgarian, burnt, then another school to teach Greek. Macedonians killed Germans here, a Communist killed a Royalist cousin. A wedding group sang, a family danced here before fleeing abroad. Our Macedonian history is like this ancient dig: hidden, dangerous and covered up by a Greek field of wheat.


Now I want you to go into your villages and discover other layers. No, not by digging up your gardens – uncover the bands of your history through the witnesses. Go to your grandmothers who have hoarded memories, kept words hidden in the folds of their clothes. Go to the old man muttering in the café. Greek? He remembers other languages, suppressed songs. The layers are well covered, because every generation has thugs who want to bury the past and level the ground. I send you on an uneasy quest, dangerous, but if you lose your history you will be poor, and flat. (He stops abruptly. Listens.) What was that? (Shouts.) Pios ine? (Waits.) Shh. We’re being followed. Go out that way. Don’t make any noise. Don’t wait for me. Quickly! Run! Grigora, pedia, figete. Run!




Shadows approach. Alexander holds up his arms to avert the blows.
























SCENE ONE








Heathrow Airport.


Petra Karagy. Paul.


Petra holds up a photograph of Alexander.




Petra   Where is he?


Paul   Passport control is this way.


Petra   Where?


Paul   Go through passport control, pick up your luggage, follow the green arrow through the doors: he’ll be waiting for you.


Petra   You’ve seen him?


Paul   Heathrow’s a busy airport.


Petra   You could not miss my son, he is noble-looking, even with the bruises. He looks like Alexander the Great. We are descendants. You know Alexander the Great?


Paul   Sikander the Great, Sikandra Bhasha, we have temples to him, he’s an Indian god.


Petra   Alexander the Great was Macedonian. He conquered India. What have you done with my son?





Paul   Is this your passport? (He studies it.)


Petra   It’s good, no?


Paul   Amateurs. You’ll have to come with me.


Petra   I want to see my son.


Paul   It’s against the rules to say this, but I’m a kind man and you look tired.


Petra   I am tired of waiting for my son. I have been waiting for three years.


Paul   Listen carefully: when the officer looks at your passport and tells you it’s not valid, tell him you are seeking political asylum.


Petra   I do not want an asylum. I am looking for my son.


Paul   If you don’t do it now, you’ll be in trouble later. Repeat after me: I am claiming –


Petra   I do not need to be taught English words. My great-grandfather was English. When he came to Macedonia, he was received, lavish hospitality was proffered. He left a child and a pride. We have always spoken English. My son is best. Do you recognise him?


Paul   I see thousands come through, looking like that, from places I’ve never even heard of.


Petra   Everyone knows about Macedonia.


Paul   This job is one big geography lesson: every day I hear of a new country. Come with me.


Petra   You have disappeared my son and now you try to disappear my country. I do not believe you do not know Macedonia. I am looking for my son Alexander of Macedonia and I do not move until you produce him before me.
























SCENE TWO








A dilapidated community centre in England. Alexander, Ali, Henry and Anna.




Alexander   What is an exile, children?




The children do not answer.





An exile has lost his house, her village, his country. An exile is a guest in a new country.




Ali and Anna snigger.





We are guests in England.




Henry spits.





An exile learns to love and respect his new country.




More sniggers.





But this will not happen until the exile has lamented his loss, that grim accident of history that chased her out.




More sniggers. Alexander ignores this and the children begin to subside.





Today, we cry for Ali, even though his name is not Ali. Ali came to England two years ago with the name Michel Jeune. That wasn’t his name either, but it is easier to get into England with a French name than an Algerian one. When it became clear Michel Jeune didn’t even speak French he was put in a detention centre and there he was called Gene because no one could pronounce Jeune. He was only fourteen so he was sent to a hostel where they called him John and then to school where someone decided he was Michael Young. Now Ali answers to any name, Mike, John, Nigel, Young, Old, Hey, You. We call him Ali because at least Ali is an Algerian name.


One day Ali will remember his home, his friends, the food he liked, the good times, because history is also the good times.




Ali is very still.





That day, Ali will remember his name. Until then we will cry for Ali. We cry for Ali.




Alexander intones the name, both Henry and Anna get into this.





Anna   Ali.


Alexander/Anna   Ali.


Henry   Ali.




Alexander turns quickly to Henry.





Alexander   Henry does remember his name, but he won’t tell it to us. Henry’s secret name is all he has left.


Henry remembers his country, Eritrea. He remembers his school. Henry remembers one day at school, he cannot forget that day, he tells us about it again and again and now we are going to lament that day.


It was late afternoon, it was hot.




The children have done this before, they go for it.





Anna   Very hot.


Alexander   There had been trouble in the town.


Ali   There is trouble every night.


Alexander   As he started walking home from school, Henry saw four men. He thought of running away.


Ali   There’s nowhere to run.


Anna   The men walk down the road with him.


Alexander   No one says a word.


Ali   Henry whistles to show he isn’t afraid.




The children all whistle.





Anna   The men smile.


Henry   They walk me round the corner to my house. (He looks.)


Anna   On the front of the house.


Henry   From the low roof.




The children stop, hesitate.





Alexander   Hang four bodies, naked, mutilated. The body of Henry’s father.


Anna   Henry’s mother.


Ali   Henry’s older brother.


Henry   (looking) Uncle!


Alexander   The men speak for the first time.


Ali   ‘That’s your punishment.’


Anna/Ali   ‘That’s your punishment.’


Alexander   They say.


Anna   They walk away.


Alexander   Henry doesn’t know what he did to deserve such a punishment. Now Henry is afraid to do anything in case he gets punished again. Whenever Henry starts a drawing, a game, he hears the men say:


Ali   ‘That’s your punishment.’


Alexander   And he stops.


Henry   ‘That’s your punishment. That’s your punishment.’


Alexander   These words have paralysed Henry like the venom of a deadly snake. We’ll cry for Henry, for the frozen memory, and maybe one day those words will ooze out, the wound heal, and Henry will tell us his secret name.




Henry is very still. Alexander moves quickly to Anna.





Alexander   Anna.


Anna   No one cries for Anna!


Alexander   No one cries for Anna and no one laughs at Anna.


When Anna hears someone laugh, she gets angry, she kicks, she bites, she throws things. Anna speaks beautiful English, she is good in maths. When she came here two years ago, the teachers said she was a wonderful girl. Now they say she’s bad. She doesn’t listen. I think Anna doesn’t listen because she is afraid she will hear the laughter of the men who came for her mother.




Anna clenches her fists. Alexander sees this.





Anna wants to be the only one who laughs. Catch a little girl, sit on top of her, hear her beg for mercy, then laugh. Knock down a small boy. Anna comes from an inflamed part of Europe where laughter belongs to the strong who sit on top of history. We will not cry for Anna, but we will cry for her country where screams for mercy dripped down the walls, but the neighbours laughed, we will cry for her mother who didn’t have time to cry for herself, we will cry, and maybe instead of hitting us, Anna will take pity on us and dry our tears.
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