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Introduction





The inspiration for this project came in the form of some material I was given in my own village of Clifford Chambers in Warwickshire. In 1970 a local interviewed the occupants of every house about their lives and their memories of the village. The stories were then published as part of a parish newsletter. Reading the stories, with their tantalising glimpses of quiet tragedies, acts of kindness, cruelty and endurance, seen from the 1970s and overlayed by my own 1990s perspective, convinced me that there was material here for a play.


The Royal Shakespeare Company then commissioned me to research material for the play and the project proper began when I invited the members of local communities around Stratford to contribute their own memories and impressions. From the resultant interviews and written material from groups and individuals, the ‘testimony’ was transcribed. The playwright, April de Angelis, was then asked to consider the material as the basis for a new play.


Not everything found its way into the play directly, but a sense of the mundane sitting beside the momentous is apparent in many of the stories:




George was always proud of his work for he put all his heart into it. When he eventually had to give up gravedigging, he watched contractors hired by the undertakers. ‘Untidy lot, ragged grave, soil just dropped anywhere, mess afterwards.’ When little William died George returned from retirement one last time and dug the grave. It was one of the neatest jobs and after the funeral George beautifully turfed over the grave.





There were numerous references to death and the rituals surrounding it. Many people mentioned the pig killings, which everyone came to watch, celebrate and partake in.




Most people in our village had a pig in the sty. They kept saddleback pigs. They relied on the pigs. If you were a cottager and you had one or two pigs you’d enter them in the pig club and a committee man would come round to the cottage and look to see that it was healthy and he’d write it into the book. If anything happened to that pig, it was an insurance, they paid out.


There was a fellow who lived by us and I used to love to go with him on a Sunday morning. He’d walk all round the pigsties to check on the pigs. He was the pigkiller, the busiest man in winter, just before Christmas. There was no fridges or freezers or anything like that. Everybody lived magnificently for a fortnight. It was all the spare ribs and the pieces. They used to kill a pig November when the frosts come in, when they were safe to do it. They’d probably kill another one in March. I saw big pigs pulled up into a plum tree, let the air get at it, and it would hang there for a day and a night. Then a man would come next day and cut it up for chops, ham, sides of bacon. (Cecil Bloxham of Harbury talking to Alison Sutcliffe)





A generation which has experienced two world wars is under standably preoccupied with violent death and maiming:




I was hiding under the table. I daren’t cough or hardly breathe. My aunt said to my mother, ‘Harriet, I hear the trunks are coming to the station tomorrow at twelve o’clock.’ This puzzled me. I knew I must find out what the trunks were, I could only think of trees. The next day, I ran all the way down the Coventry Road to the station, and went on the platform. There were lots of people there. ‘Here they come, here they come!’ I heard people say. The train pulled up. The station porters were running rowards the train with trolleys. I understood the words ‘the trunks are coming’. These poor soldiers, some had only their trunk, no arms, no legs. I trembled all the way to school. I daren’t say a word to anyone, not to my Mum or to anyone at school, because I wasn’t supposed to be there. (Ethel Clark of Warwick talking to Alison Sutliffe)





From the testimonials comes a feeling that, despite the appalling poverty and the ‘feudal’ relationship with the ‘big house’, there was a closeness and a spiritual richness in the community that has now been lost:




Mrs Betteridge wore clogs (and she was one of the last to wear the white bonnet so common years earlier) and the echo of her clogs on the stone floor could be heard the moment you knocked at her front door. She kept poultry (which she killed and dressed herself), ducks and pigs.


Mr Betteridge, was a bellringer and every New Year’s Eve after ringing in the New Year, he would invite the other four bellringers back to his home for a good supper of rabbit pie, cooked specially for the bellringers by Mrs Betteridge.




 





There was one day in the life of our village seventy years ago when the children were very much involved with the grown-ups. That was May Day. Miss Wilding practised them in the May singing. Mrs Charlie Sylvester made the maypole out of two hoops decorated with flowers that the children had picked the evening before. Then, accompanied by the May Queen, the girls in their best dresses and laden with flowers and the boys in their stiff collars, went round to each house singing May songs outside each door. The money collected went on the tea. Mrs Sylvester had a large garden at the back. Trestle tables were laid out and the children sat down to a scrumptious tea.




 





Seventy years ago, The Hollies was a hive of activity. It was a carpenters, decorators, wheelwrights, undertakers, dairy, pig and poultry keepers, bee keepers and plum and apple growers.




 





Ordinary people are being forced out of the village by high prices. Commuters are taking over from working class families and I do feel resentful about it. I’d give my eye teeth to go back there but I’ll never be able to. The village is full of strangers, the old families gone away. The pub gone, the chapel, the post office, the school. They’re private houses now. My friend calls it the forgotten village. I only go now to tend the graves.





The ‘living memories’ gathered in the area became the basic material for April’s A Warwickshire Testimony which itself now stands as a testimonial to past and present lives.




 





Alison Sutcliffe, Director


July 1999




 





Clifford Chambers Notes compiled by Mrs Avril Samon and published in the Parish Newsletter, reprinted by kind permission. All other testimonials reprinted here by kind permission of the individual writers.



















First Performance





A Warwickshire Testimony was first performed by the Royal Shakespeare Company at The Other Place, Stratford-upon-Avon, on 4 August 1999. The cast was as follows:


 


George Antony Byrne


Gladys, Squire Mary Duddy


Dorothy Susan Dury


Tom Derek Hutchinson


Young Edie Catherine Kanter


Diggie, Soldier-Tramp Fergus O’Donnell


Old Edie Cherry Morris


Margery, Mrs Betteridge Alison Reid


Young Gladys, Sandra, Pregnant Woman Sirine Saba


 


Directed by Alison Sutcliffe


Designed by Paul Farnsworth


Lighting designed by Simon Kemp


Music by Corin Buckeridge


Sound by Andrea J Cox


Movement by Sian Williams


Music Director Michael Tubbs


Dialect Coach Charmian Hoare


Company Voice Work Lyn Darnley and Andrew Wade


Production Manager Mark Graham


Costume Supervisor Louise Dadd


 


Stage Manager Maggie Mackay


Deputy Stage Manager Pip Horobin


Assistant Stage Manager Thea Jones






















Characters





Old Edie


Young Edie


Gladys, Edie’s mother


Margery, Edie’s sister


George, Margery’s husband


Dorothy, Margery’s daughter


Tom, Dorothy’s husband


Squire


Soldier


Diggie


Mrs Betteridge (Hilary)


Sandra


Pregnant Woman




 





The crowd scenes are played by the cast
























Part One
























ONE








The set is absolutely minimal. Dorothy sits alone in a chair. She has a gun on her lap, an old thing you might see about a farm. Tom enters.




Tom   Hello love.




He walks straight past her and does not see the gun. He whistles.





Kettle’s not on then?




She doesn’t answer.





Cup of tea? (He notices the gun.) What have you got that out for? Are you sorting through stuff?




Pause.





Dorothy   I was about to do myself in.


Tom   I beg your pardon.


Dorothy   I’ve made up my mind, Tom. Don’t come near me. (She picks up the gun.)


Tom   Look, look. Now come on. Things aren’t as bad as that.


Dorothy   Don’t tell me how bad things are.


Tom   No-one’s used that old thing in years, Dorothy.


Dorothy   I did last week.


Tom   You did?


Dorothy I shot a bird.


Tom   A bird.


Dorothy   I didn’t think I’d hit it but I wanted to try. I thought if I can do it to a bird I can do it to myself. So now you know.


Tom   I see.


Dorothy   Yes.


Tom   So where’s me note?


Dorothy   What note?


Tom   Me flippin’ note. When you kill yourself you leave your husband a note. Telling him you loved him and it’s not his fault. Telling him how to cook a pork chop.


Dorothy   I didn’t leave a note.


Tom   Bloody selfish to the last.


Dorothy   What’s the point of a note at a time like this.


Tom   Put that antiquated old lump of junk down.


Dorothy   I’ve thought this out, Tom. I am not leaving here and that is that.


Tom   Well, you have to. The lease is up. The builders are booked and we are out. Finished.


Dorothy   This is my home. This was my grandmother’s home.


Tom   There’s nothing we can do. Now, come on. Give that to me, Dorothy. It belongs in a museum.


Dorothy   No, Tom.


Tom  You’ll have to shoot me then because I’m going to take it. And I know you won’t because we’ve been happily married for thirty-eight years.


Dorothy   Don’t count on it.


Tom   Oh but I am.




Pause. He reaches for the gun. She points it directly at him.





What’s happened to all your plans? That book you were going to do for the WI? And Edie’ll miss your visits. Won’t she? What’ll I tell her?


Dorothy   You don’t understand, do you? The advantage of being dead is that you don’t have to worry about anything.


Tom   Aim for the heart, Dot. Round about here. (He points to his chest.)


Dorothy   They’re wiping us away, Tom, and you’re just standing there letting them do it. Why don’t you do something?


Tom   What? Kill myself you mean?


Dorothy   Something!


Tom   I don’t see what else I can do, D, except pin my hopes on a future.


Dorothy   What bloody future?


Tom   We don’t own this place, Dorothy. We just live here.


Dorothy   There won’t be a post office in this village once we go. Think of that. People have bought stamps here since 1899. Till today that is.


Tom   I know, love.


Dorothy   Why can’t they all just go away. Leave us how we’ve always been.


Tom   Things have changed, that’s all.


Dorothy   Why? Why do things have to change?


Tom   Come on Dorothy love. Give us that. (He indicates gun.) I’ve had it now, D. This has gone far enough.


Dorothy   What has?


Tom   This bloody game you’re playing.


Dorothy   Is it a game?




Tom takes the gun.





Tom   That book. Local history. You should do it. Then it’s all set down in print. No-one can wipe that away. They sell those books at the town hall. I bet you fifty pounds you won’t finish it.


Dorothy   I can see through you, don’t think I can’t.


Tom  Fifty pounds take it or leave it.




He exits. She follows him out.
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