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  When Winston Went To War With The Wireless was first performed on 13 June 2023 (previews from 2 June) at the Donmar Warehouse, London, with the following cast:
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        Stephen Campbell Moore
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        CHARLIE BOWSER/ENGINEER


      



      	 



      	

        Luke Newberry


      

    




    

      	

        MUSICIAN/SPEAKER OF THE HOUSE
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  For Rachel Holroyd.


  With gratitude.




  





  




  ‘[The BBC was a] democracy of young pioneers, doomed like all the pioneering of youth to come up against the rigidity of age, discipline and experience.’




  Cecil Lewis, ‘Broadcasting from Within’




  





  




  Characters




  JOHN REITH, thirty-seven, conflicted, confident, with a scar on his left cheek




  WINSTON CHURCHILL, fifty-two, balding, barrel-chested, bellicose




  ISABEL SHIELDS, late twenties, perfectly spoken, rather ornate




  PETER ECKERSLEY, thirty-four, chief engineer. Pipe in his mouth, slouches about




  STANLEY BALDWIN, fifty-eight, Prime Minister of the country, cleverer than he first appears




  J. C. C. DAVIDSON, thirty-seven, deputy chief civil commissioner, deviously devoted




  ERNEST BEVIN, forty-five, leader of the Transport and General Workers’ Union, wears the weight




  ARTHUR PUGH, fifty-six, Chair of the TUC’s Special Industrial Committee, brow-beaten, overwrought




  AMELIA JOHNSON, forties, newsreader, ramrod straight




  CHARLIE BOWSER, early twenties, beautiful, inside and out, a ghost of a past




  CLEMENTINE CHURCHILL, forty-one, witty, caring and frequently merciless




  MURIEL REITH, thirties, full of a get-up-and-go that’s frequently thwarted




  JIX, sixty, Home Secretary, quite a traditional home secretary




  THE ARCHBISHOP OF CANTERBURY, seventy-eight, patrician, stooped




  





  




  All other parts (and there are quite a few, see below) should be played by members of the company.




  UNION MEN




  HELGA, a singer




  ENGINEER




  H. G. WELLS




  HELENA MILLAIS




  BEATRICE LILLIE




  A screaming MAN




  ELLA FITZPATRICK




  SANDY POWELL




  A coughing WOMAN




  COMMANDER KENWORTHY




  DUKE OF CORNWALL




  GERRY, a Foley artist




  BILLY BENNETT




  SPEAKER OF THE HOUSE




  LLOYD GEORGE




  MORGAN JONES




  BRUCE, a spoons player




  MARION CRAN




  And FOLEY ARTISTS – I suggest some of the Foley in the script. I hope there’ll be room for a lot more in an actual production.




  Note




  News bulletins in the play have been adapted from BBC bulletins between 1 May and 13 May 1926.




  This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.




  





  




  Prologue




  There’s darkness. Pure darkness.




  Then emerging from the darkness come UNION MEN, their faces dark, their headlamps filling the stage and their song filling the theatre.




  UNION MEN.




  When the union’s inspiration through the workers’ blood shall run,




  There can be no power greater anywhere beneath the sun;




  Yet what force on earth is weaker than the feeble strength of one,




  But the union makes us strong.




  Solidarity forever,




  Solidarity forever,




  Solidarity forever,




  For the union makes us strong.




  And they are gone.




  







  




  ACT ONE




  Scene One




  HELGA is a singer, unaccustomed to radio, the ENGINEER is seemingly in control.




  ENGINEER. Just give it your best, nice and slow is what I’d recommend.




  HELGA. One can hardly slow down the music. The tempo is –




  ENGINEER. Otherwise we get complaints, dear. People like to hear the words, you see…




  HELGA. I don’t see how…




  ENGINEER. The trouble being, of course, they lack the equipment. Only a very expensive receiver can do justice to transmission and only then when signals are very strong. Mostly all they hear is the equivalent to someone screaming in their privy.




  HELGA. Probably better if I don’t think about screaming in the privy…




  ENGINEER. Those are not my words, they’re the words of Peter Eckersley, my boss. Great man. So slow the tempo and avoid… well, final advice, avoid nipping about too much if you can help it.




  HELGA. Nipping about?




  ENGINEER. High, low and then high again, it distorts it. Which, if you’re in an over-large and poorly insulated privy, well…




  HELGA. You want me to not sing the high notes?




  ENGINEER. Oh, you need to sing them, dear, but make them a tad lower. If you can.




  HELGA. Make the high notes lower?




  ENGINEER. Yes. (Picking up a receiver.) Hello, control room, this is transmission studio number three, signal me when you’re ready for testing please.




  HELGA. You do understand, I have to sing the notes as they are laid out at the tempo they’re laid out in.




  A light comes on. He watches it closely.




  ENGINEER. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. When Mary had a little scran, she often felt quite hungry, so everywhere she ever went she took an extra sandwich with her…




  The light goes off.




  Watch for the light to turn on again, when it does – sing.




  JOHN REITH enters, on the storm.




  HELGA. Who is this?




  ENGINEER. Are you commandeering, sir?




  PETER ECKERSLEY rushes in after him.




  PETER. I’ve scrambled everyone to look for you.




  REITH. Studio three felt the best.




  ENGINEER. It’s happened?




  REITH. It’s happened and we’re about to broadcast it.




  PETER. I can’t believe they’ve done it.




  HELGA. Done what?




  REITH. The TUC’s finally fired the gun…




  PETER. Or the Government have…




  HELGA. Strike? A General Strike?




  ENGINEER. They’re all going out?




  PETER. Daily Mail printers refused to set an editorial condemning the TUC, Government called off negotiations, the TUC had no choice… Everyone – every union – is striking.




  REITH (over PETER’s lines). Miss Shields! Isabel!




  AMELIA JOHNSON enters from off in a cocktail dress.




  AMELIA. I’m ready. I’m ready.




  PETER. We’ll need five minutes.




  REITH. Two minutes.




  AMELIA. Oh. Where’s my –




  REITH. I can handle this.




  ISABEL SHIELDS enters after.




  HELGA. I need to call my mother.




  ISABEL. I’ve got a statement from them and a rather shorter one from Downing Street.




  AMELIA. I just can’t find my jacket. Do I need a jacket?




  ISABEL (to AMELIA). With shoulders like that? I’d have thought so.




  REITH. This is my responsibility.




  PETER. What does that mean?




  REITH. I’ll take lead. I’ll do it.




  AMELIA. But isn’t it my –




  REITH. Peter – cue me in –




  AMELIA. But don’t I do the news? I do the news.




  HELGA. Can I leave? Can I get to a phone?




  ENGINEER and PETER. No.




  REITH. Hold out your hands.




  AMELIA does, they’re shaking. REITH holds his out, they’re still.




  I have this.




  PETER (over the receiver). This is studio three, we will be taking over the airwaves as part of an emergency transmission –




  REITH sits and begins to make notes.




  ENGINEER. We’re scheduled anyway.




  PETER. Then have studio two scheduled to go after we’re done.




  ENGINEER. Yes, sir.




  ISABEL gently places the statements in front of REITH.




  ISABEL. This is everything we have, sir.




  PETER. You know what you’re going to say?




  REITH. No. Count me in.




  He settles himself, he scans the pages, he looks up, PETER signals – they’re live.




  This is London and all stations calling.




  Negotiations between the Government and trade unions have broken down. The Trade Unions Congress have today declared a General Strike. The strike will commence at midnight tonight. According to an official memorandum of the Trades Union Congress the following trades are involved in the strike call: all transport, printing trades, iron and steel, electric and gas workers, and all those in building work. Sanitary services are to be continued however and there will be no interference with healthcare.




  WINSTON CHURCHILL enters, humming, he pours himself a whisky – FOLEY ARTISTS pour water from one glass into another glass – he goes over to an ice bucket – they put two pebbles in the glass – he sits in his chair.




  The Government have declared a state of national emergency exists and that as a precautionary measure they’ve moved detachments of troops and military vehicles into designated zones throughout the country for, and I quote, ‘the maintenance of law and order and the protection of life and property’.




  May we appeal to all our listeners to make this strike as short and as painless as possible and to preserve goodwill so as to find a way out of this deadlock.




  The BBC have received a message from the Prime Minister, it reads as follows: ‘Be steady. Remember that peace on earth comes from men of good will.’ I will repeat this. ‘Be steady. Remember that peace on earth comes from men of good will.’




  Beat.




  ‘Be steady. Remember that peace on earth comes from men of good will.’




  This is London. More when we have it.




  He stands up. He signals to the ENGINEER who passes it to another studio.




  There. There.




  He breathes out.




  Did I repeat the statement three times?




  PETER. Yes, sir.




  REITH. Was that a mistake?




  PETER. No. They won’t be able to dock our coverage now, you know –




  REITH. Did I really read it out three times?




  PETER. You did.




  REITH. Well. Good. Good. Get her ready for the air.




  He indicates HELGA.




  It’s done. They did it.




  PETER. They did.




  REITH rubs his face. He looks at HELGA.




  REITH. Do you know ‘Abide with Me’?




  HELGA. No.




  REITH. Then sing what you can. This country will need all the distractions it can find at the moment.
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