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Author’s Note





I would like to thank everyone who contributed to the writing of this play. The Permanent Way was developed by the Out of Joint Theatre Company and started off with a workshop period at the National Theatre Studio. Early interviews were gathered with the help of nine actors – Nigel Cooke, Matthew Dunster, Lloyd Hutchinson, Paterson Joseph, Bella Merlin, Maxine Peake, Pearce Quigley, Sally Rogers and Peter Wight. The research period was expertly co-ordinated by Matthew Wilde.


In the months of work, we have had countless meetings with individuals and experts to whom I am indebted for their generosity with their time, their knowledge and their experience. Only a fraction of them are directly represented. There is also a lot of good writing about the railways, but I am especially grateful to Ian Jack for his 90-page gem, The Crash that Stopped Britain (Granta Books).

























First Presentation





The Permanent Way was first presented at the Theatre Royal, York, on 13 November 2003, in a co-production between Out of Joint and the National Theatre. It opened in the Cottesloe auditorium of the National Theatre, London, on 6 January 2004, with the following cast:


Flaminia Cinque


Nigel Cooke


Matthew Dunster


Souad Faress


Sam Graham


Lloyd Hutchinson


Kika Markham


Bella Merlin


Ian Redford


Director Max Stafford-Clark


Designer William Dudley


Lighting Designer Johanna Town


Sound Designer Paul Arditti


Costume Supervisor Hattie Barsby


Assistant Director Naomi Jones


Researcher Matthew Wilde






















Characters







A High-Powered Treasury Thinker


A Senior Civil Servant


An Investment Banker


Wendy


John Prescott


A Very Experienced Rail Engineer


A Senior Rail Executive


Sally


A Leading Entrepreneur


Catweasel


Rocker


Rustin’ Hoffman


Big Heap


Sven


Stormin’ Norman


Piemuncher


JH


Doghole


A British Transport Policeman


A Bereaved Mother


A Bereaved Father


A Rail Union Leader


An Assistant General Secretary


Dawn


A Campaigning Solicitor


A Young Man in Denim


A Second Bereaved Mother


A Survivors’ Group Founder


A Managing Director of Railtrack


Lord Cullen


Another Senior Operating Executive


A Vicar of Hatfield


A Scottish Literary Editor


A Technical Director of a Maintenance Company


A Squadron Leader


A Bereaved Widow


Passengers, Lawyers, etc.





























THE PERMANENT WAY







If you can run one business you can run any business.


Richard Branson





Men hate those to whom they have to lie.


Victor Hugo






























Part One


PROLOGUE










Nine people, once passengers, now customers, come on.


Passenger 1   Britain, yeah, beautiful country, shame we can’t run a railway.


Passenger 2   This is what I feel. I feel we’re doing our best, but it isn’t working. That’s how it feels. Every day, everywhere. Everyone’s trying terribly hard. Everyone wants it to work. They have an idea what it might be like if it worked. People are told all the time they have to change their ways. ‘It’s essential we change our ways. We’ve got to work harder. The way we’ve worked is wrong.’ People arrive with new schemes. But, mysteriously, things don’t get better. Why not?


Passenger 1   The most basic thing you want to do anywhere is move. And in England you can’t move. We’re useless at it.


Passenger 4   The thing with the trains and the Labour Government is interesting, I’ll tell you why. I’ll tell you why it’s interesting. Because the Labour Government does everything except address the problem. That’s why. They did everything except address the fucking problem. They did everything except the one fucking thing they needed to do. And why wouldn’t they do that? Why wouldn’t they do that? Why wouldn’t they do the one thing that might put everything right? Because they might get a bad review in the Daily Mail. I mean, think about that. Just think about it. Please.


Passenger 1   Why can the French do it? I was brought up to believe the French can’t do anything. But the French can run a railway. And we can’t.


Passenger 5   Man next to me, next-door neighbour in Oxfordshire, works for Warburgs, lovely house. So: Warburgs are the bank who handled the privatisation of the railways. This man made a fortune – no, I wouldn’t say he made a fortune, more John Major walked him into the fucking Bank of England and said, ‘Take as much as you like. Just take it.’ An avalanche of money, that’s what he got. Doesn’t really need to, but still travels up to the City every day. The only thing he talks about? Going there, coming back? His sole topic of conversation? The state of the railways. How the trains don’t run on time.


Passenger 4   I mean, take London, what about London? The whole thing of London. Ought to be a beautiful city. Why not? But nothing works. The transport doesn’t work, the garbage doesn’t work, the streets are filthy, there isn’t a road no hole in it, and the prices are twice anywhere else in the world. Everything’s here. Everything you could ever want is here, but for one thing. It doesn’t work.


Passenger 1   Even I can see what to do. Even I can see it. And I’ve got a brain like a sparrow’s nest. All shit and sticks. But even I can see what to do.


Passenger 2   We’re all doing our best but it isn’t working.


Passenger 4   In London, you have a tube strike and nobody gets angry. You tell me what that’s about. Everyone’s standing there, you can’t get in to work, nobody can go to work, and nobody’s upset. ‘Oh yeah,’ they say, ‘that’s how it is. That’s how we are.’ And it wouldn’t be hard. It actually wouldn’t be hard to make it work. You elect a Mayor and the Mayor does something. He does something and it all gets better. Except in his case, it doesn’t. In his case he’s the most popular man in London and it’s all getting worse. The more roads they close, the more holes they dig, the slower the traffic, the later the tube, the dirtier the streets, the more they love Ken Livingstone. You explain that. What’s that about? He’s cheeky. You love him because he’s cheeky? Everything gets worse, and you love him? For that? For that?


Passenger 6   What do we ask of life? That something should work. How beautiful it is when a workman arrives on time, does the job and leaves. How beautiful that is.


Passenger 7   People knock John Birt. They say he fucked up the BBC. Actually, no. I was around, I saw what happened. People can say what they like. The fact is: the BBC is now much better run. Much better run. It is. The programmes are worse – shame about the programmes – but the place is much better run.


Passenger 6   Why do we all want to fuck the plumber? What’s the fantasy here? It’s not the 1950s. There aren’t people called housewives any more who sit around all day in our nighties, bored out of our minds. Not any more. But women still want to fuck plumbers. Why? Because the plumber knows what he’s doing. That’s why. The plumber knows.


Passenger 7   What did Princess Diana say? What was Diana’s complaint, you remember? She lacked a business plan. ‘Nobody sat me down with a piece of paper and said, “This is what is expected of you.”’


Passenger 8   I’ve got twelve degrees, I’m an Honorary Doctor of Philosophy at Oxford University and I can’t mend a plug.


Passenger 5   Britain? Yeah, well, it’s nineteenth-century Russia, isn’t it? And I’m not talking Tolstoy, believe me, I’m talking Gogol. Bureaucracy, inefficiency and vodka. That’s what it is. Come eleven o’clock, the young men go out, they stand in the road, out on the pavement. That’s it. And get their dicks out. There it is. That’s how we live. Dicks out and pee in the gutter, pee the day away. For us, the Gents is too far to go.


Passenger 8   People don’t like to say this. They don’t like to say it, but the fact is there’s something called practical intelligence, isn’t there? And it’s completely different – completely different – from intellectual intelligence. And I’m afraid – I’m sorry – but you pay less for it. You pay less, and that’s for a reason. I could build a wall if I had to, it’s not that hard, is it, to build a good wall, to make an engine, to mend a car? Be honest with me: is it that hard?


Passenger 2   We know when something is working, but no, not how it works – we delegate that responsibility. How the waste disappears away down the pipe, and where it goes, the alleys it travels, the path, the destination – all these are unknown to us, as our organs, our own bodies are unknown to us. A sack of mystery.


Passenger 7   People die on the roads all the time, for goodness’ sake. I mean, let’s be honest, let’s be clear, every day they die on the roads. Nobody says anything. 3,450 people die on the roads every year. But four people die on the railway and suddenly it’s a crisis. And why? Somebody tell me why 3,450 isn’t a crisis. Four is. Because, I tell you, as far as I’m concerned, it doesn’t matter, none of it matters. Not to the person who dies. Because they die. That’s what happens. That’s the event. They’re squashed on the road, or they’re thrown into a railway cutting. What does it matter how they die? Why should that matter? Because they’re still dead.


Passenger 3   They didn’t tell me. I said. ‘Where’s his shoes?’ They said, ‘Didn’t you know? You always lose your shoes.’


Passenger 4   There’s this poster everywhere. Have you seen it? Ninety-nine per cent of London Underground front-line staff have been victims of abuse. I have to say, it’s a pretty impressive statistic. For a start it’s way up on their punctuality rate. No one, they say, no one has the right to attack the staff of London Underground. I don’t get it. I would have thought hitting the staff was one of the few remaining sources of satisfaction for the travelling public. Why can’t we attack them? Why not? It’s better than just standing there, waiting for the fucking train. After all: if we attacked them maybe something would change.


Passenger 3   When you’re in an accident, when you’re thrown from the window, didn’t you know? You always lose your shoes.


Passenger 2   Everyone’s got what they want. Question is – remember the song? – how come we haven’t got what we need?


Passenger 5   The political problem with the railways is they’re not quite important enough. Hospitals? Important. Schools? Important. They’re the things governments are judged by. ‘Will I die?’ ‘Do I know anything?’ Those are real questions. ‘Can I get there?’ Not quite the same thing, is it? Not quite.


Passenger 6   What do managers do? Nobody knows. You know what a doctor does. You know what a carpenter does. But what does a manager do?


Passenger 9   My father always said, ‘There’s no free lunch.’ My father was right. There’s no free lunch and there’s no free market. The market is rigged, the market is always rigged, and the rigging is in favour of the people who run the market. That’s what the market is. It’s a bent casino. The house always wins. One way or another, the taxpayer always pays for the railways. The Treasury wouldn’t subsidise the railways properly when the railways were owned by the public, because they said they must be inefficient. Why? Because they were owned by the public. Now the taxpayer still subsidises the railways, in fact far more lavishly than ever. Why? Because they’re private companies and so they must be efficient. So that’s all right.


Passenger 5   Tories don’t like railways. Of course they don’t. They don’t like buses. They don’t like any form of transport you have to share. Because on a bus you might hear an opinion not your own. It spoils your world view. In a car, well, in a car, whatever you believe, there’s no one to tell you otherwise.


Passenger 6   ‘Wanted: Marketing Manager for Sussex County Cricket Club. Interest in cricket not essential.’


Passenger 7   Do you know what we call it? When they reorganise? When they reorganise again? When the managers arrive and say, ‘This isn’t efficient, let’s reorganise.’ Do you know our word for it? Bohica.


Passenger 8   The system’s stupid …


Passenger 7   Bend Over, Here It Comes Again.


Passenger 8   Everyone knows the present railway system is stupid. It’s like trying to run a restaurant where the cooks work for one company, the waiters for another and the washers-up work for a third. With a system of fines imposed by a supervising authority if the food’s inedible or the plates are dirty. That’s stupid, you’d say. That’s a stupid way to run a restaurant. Anyone would say. Even a moron would say, ‘That’s a stupid system.’ And that’s the system they chose.


Passenger 9   The rate of subsidy to the railways in the next five years will be nearly three times what it was when it was publicly owned.


Passenger 4   Why aren’t they angry? Why aren’t people angry? They were robbed. What belonged to them was taken from them by a bunch of bankers and incompetent politicians. What was theirs was given away. What was foredoomed to fail failed. And they aren’t angry. Somewhere between the emotion and the belief the pedal has gone, the connection has gone. Nobody believes that by being angry, by expressing anger, anything changes, anything can change.


Passenger 7   ‘Nobody gave me a piece of paper and told me what was expected of me.’


Passenger 4   What’s the point? What’s the fucking point?


The Passengers go off.
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