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INTRODUCTION





Revisiting these plays twenty to thirty years after they were written ought, I would have thought, to provide insights into the time when I was putting them together and into the person I was at that time.


I’m not sure that they do. To younger readers they may seem old-fashioned and even antique, but they always were even at the time of writing. Writing and recollection are inextricable and I never felt that I was chronicling my own times, simply because so much of the dialogue came out of my remembrance of childhood.


The places were from childhood, too – Leeds and its back streets, where I was brought up, Morecambe where we used to go on holiday, locations that were even then disappearing as we filmed. In Leeds particularly was this the case, on two occasions demolition crews working in the next street to where we were shooting. This at least was contemporary, the wrecking of England’s provincial cities and the break-up of their social structure the background to many of these plays.


In 1971 I had written two plays, Forty Years On and Getting On, but had no notion of how to write a TV play, still less a TV film, the actual word ‘film’ still trailing enough glamour to make me feel slightly intimidated. I began to jot down scraps of northern dialogue with no notion of the characters into whose mouths they might go and with no notion of a plot, either, though I knew I wanted it to have a pre-First World War setting.


These jottings eventually turned into A Day Out (1971), a road movie of sorts, only the road was a succession of back lanes and even cart tracks that takes an Edwardian cycling club from Halifax to Fountains Abbey. Pathetically literal-minded, I remember worrying that this was a little far for a group to cycle on the machines of the time and whether the BBC Script Department would on that score alone find it implausible. They did find it implausible, though not because the cyclists had too far to go but because, in the script editor’s view, the play didn’t go far enough; didn’t go anywhere, in fact. It was at this point a rather military-looking producer at White City got hold of it, and dismissed these objections by saying, ‘Well, it goes to Fountains Abbey and back which is quite far enough for me,’ and briskly put it into production.


This was Innes Lloyd, whom I’ve written about elsewhere (Writing Home, 1994, pp. 000–000), and who produced everything I wrote for the BBC over the next twenty years. Without him many of my plays would not have got to the screen and our collaboration, always happy and fruitful, was the best and the longest working relationship I’ve had in my life. My other collaborator, who directed all the plays in this volume apart from The Old Crowd, was Stephen Frears. To both of them I owe an immeasurable amount.


BBC Television in the early seventies was only distantly related to what it has since become, with the atmosphere then discernibly derived from what had prevailed on BBC Radio. From its inception radio had proved a haven for the odd and the eccentric, a ramshackle set-up that found room for the flotsam of the literary world, stalled writers, indolent poets, the seemingly unemployable and the downright drunk. To such as these the BBC was above all a patron, easy-going, generous and not too demanding. But that the forties and fifties should also have been the golden age of radio says something about the nature of patronage, with waste (or at any rate slack) an essential component.


Some of this easy-going but richly productive atmosphere carried over into television in its early days, with certain programmes outstanding in nurturing talent: Tonight, the early-evening magazine programme, and Monitor, the arts programme, were both umbrellas under which many young film-makers learned their trade. The atmosphere was notably relaxed and for me as for many of my contemporaries television began as a kind of playground or a school where you learned as you went along, making your mistakes on the blackboard with the nation the class. I served an apprenticeship in two of Ned Sherrin’s late-night shows, Not So Much a Programme and The Late Show, successors to That Was the Week That Was, writing and performing in sketches live every Saturday night.


In terms of quality of output, which was often outstanding, this unfrenzied approach was not a wasteful way of working. But it was unpredictable, and not easy to control or to quantify, so when in the seventies the BBC began getting in management consultants and embarked on a series of reorganisations, what had always been the traditional BBC approach both in radio and TV was an early casualty. If I regret the supposedly streamlined organisation that eventually emerged, this is not just nostalgia, but an almost ecological regret for the loss of a habitat – the wetlands of the mind, perhaps, the draining of a friendly fen which had long sheltered several struggling or endangered species.


One such was a type of tough, often gruff middle-aged woman, single very often, though not always, who was the prop and stay of whatever department she was assigned to. She would know the BBC inside out and be versed in all its administrative short cuts. Unabashed by money, rank or celebrity, such women ruled the roost in their departments much as senior civil servants did in Whitehall. It’s a well-known story, but it was one such who was manning the desk at TV Centre when the King of Norway arrived to visit the Director of Programmes. She called the office in question, then turned back to the distinguished visitor. ‘I’m sorry. Did you say the King of Norway or the King of Sweden?’


Happily, such women (and they were always women) made the jump from radio to television, and were quick to master ‘crossing the line’ and the mysteries of continuity – knowing how many bites had been taken out of a sandwich at the cut, how far down the cigarette had been smoked and all the petty but essential expertise of film-making. Tireless, loyal and unsung, with names like Kay, Thelma and Joan, they lived for the Corporation and, versed in its logic and lore, took many a now famous director through his first shooting script and pointed them towards Hollywood.


Smokers all, and fond of a snifter in the BBC Club, there aren’t many of them left, their few successors catching their deaths in draughty doorways at the back of the building, still pulling on a guilty fag. Once, though, they were the backbone of the BBC, and I am happy to have seen them in their pride.


Another difference between productions then and now was that there was never a long-drawn-out process haggling about money, such as generally has to be gone through today. It’s true that, being a model producer, Innes Lloyd shielded me from any such concerns, and it was also true that being a much-trusted figure in the BBC his approval carried weight and was often recommendation enough. At this time in the early seventies single plays were accepted as part of the BBC’s remit; they were seldom commercial nor, in the days before co-productions with transatlantic companies, could they be expected to make their money back. But even the most modest plays were part of a tradition of BBC drama, inherited from the radio, which with two or three plays a week had built up a regular and informed audience. The play was still the thing.


That is, of course, no longer the case today. Single plays are made into events; there’s no sense of them being part of a repertory or of any tradition at all. An audience that was sophisticated and educated to the drama has been prodigally abandoned. I just count myself lucky that in 1971 I managed to catch the wave.


Back then I used to attend all the rehearsals of my plays and go on location with the films. I am more gregarious than I like to think, and I found filming an enjoyable process. It got one out of the house and away from the typewriter. To be filming in a strange place with a group of congenial people seemed to me then the best sort of holiday. Inevitably, though, the more I did the more an element of the chore came into it. But so it is with most things. Sooner or later in life everything turns into work, including work.


I learned lessons, some of them quite basic. If I had a function it was as unofficial dialogue coach, particularly on the northern pieces. I learned the hard way that though it’s possible to give an actor the pronunciation of a word, it’s unwise to tamper with its emphasis. In A Day Out, Baldring (played by Paul Shane) gets off his bike after a long ride and remarks: ‘My bum’s numb,’ the emphasis rightly falling on ‘numb’. Paul, however, put it on ‘bum’, with the implication that while his bum might be numb, the rest of him remained vibrantly alive. I queried this emphasis and he made valiant but unsuccessful attempts to correct it. Subsequent experience has shown me that the more a phrase is repeated, the less meaning it has, and the harder it is to get right. At such times the writer’s function is not all that different from that of, say, the props man or the make-up girl, who dash onto the set just before a take to tweak a doyley into position or powder a nose. And it was at moments like this, getting an actor to repeat ‘My bum’s numb’ for the seventeenth time, that I began to wonder if this was a proper profession for an adult person.


A propos dialogue, I notice that in A Day Out, which was my first attempt to write in a northern idiom, I also tried to transcribe how it should be spoken. This sometimes makes the speaker seem gormless, and the more of this kind of dialogue I wrote the less I concerned myself about pronunciation and left it to the actor. Later I was happy to find my instinct confirmed by Thomas Hardy:




An author may be said fairly to convey the spirit of intelligent peasant talk if he retains the idiom, compass and characteristic expressions, although he may not encumber the page with obsolete pronunciations of the purely English words and with mispronunciations of those derived from Latin and Greek. In the printing of standard speech hardly any phonetic principle at all is observed; and if a writer attempts to exhibit on paper the precise accents of a rustic speaker he disturbs the proper balance of a true representation by unduly insisting upon the grotesque element; thus directing attention to a point of inferior interest; and diverting it from the speaker’s meaning, which is by far the chief concern where the aim is to depict the men and their natures rather than their dialect form.


Thomas Hardy


quoted in Robert Gittins, The Older Hardy, p. 16





Sunset Across the Bay (1974) was my second television play and is here printed for the first time. It’s about a couple living in Leeds whose dream has always been to retire to Morecambe. When they do, they find they are lonely and unhappy, and the husband ends up having a fatal heart attack, leaving his wife to face the future alone in this place of their dreams. In some ways the couple are not unlike my parents, except the wife is more querulous than my mother and the husband less gentle than my father. But much of their language is the same and their attitudes: Mr Palmer gets up at six o’clock and paces the promenade, just as my father did when we were on holiday in Morecambe, and Mrs Palmer is every bit as cautious in company as my mother.


I had to consider these similarities when I was writing it because my parents had not long retired, not actually to Morecambe but to a village in Craven which was not all that far away, and they were often there. Unlike the couple, though, their retirement was very happy, if marred by illness, and in 1974, when I had written the play but it had not yet been filmed, my father had a heart attack and died, leaving my mother in much the same position as the widow in the film. Anyone who writes will be familiar with the feeling of involuntary prediction it sometimes involves, so having written my father’s death I felt I had helped to occasion it. My mother never felt this or saw either of them in the characters I had created. ‘They’re from Leeds,’ she said, ‘and we’re from Leeds, but that’s as far as it went. Mind you, it was grand seeing Morecambe.’


A Visit from Miss Prothero and Green Forms were both shot in the studio and were the first plays in which I worked with Patricia Routledge and Prunella Scales, whose voices I cannot help but hear when I read the text.


The same applies to Me, I’m Afraid of Virginia Woolf, which marks the beginning of another long association, this time with Thora Hird. I wasn’t a prolific enough writer for the actors I worked with to form any sort of repertory but, as any playwright or director would confirm, to work with an actor whom you know and trust halves the labour and makes it a joy.


Things could always go wrong, though, and I can never watch a tape of Me, I’m Afraid of Virginia Woolf without cringing at its final minute. It’s not at all plain where the action is going (and wasn’t plain to me when I was writing it) but five minutes from the end (when Hopkins gets it together with his student, Skinner) it turns into a love story. As they both grin cheekily there is a wonderful swelling (on the sound track, at least) and in comes South Pacific and ‘I’m as corny as Kansas in August,’ climaxing with ‘I have found me a wonderful guy.’ Back in 1978 this was rather bold, except that in transmission the sound was (as I’ve always thought deliberately) faded down at this point for one of those needless announcements (since discontinued) saying, ‘Hugh Lloyd is currently appearing in Run for Your Life at the Vaudeville Theatre.’ So no danger there, and the nation’s moral sensibilities remained unassaulted.


It wouldn’t happen now, of course, and maybe in its small way the play and others like it (though more explicit) are part of the reason why.


Another sexual cop-out occurred more inadvertently at the end of Afternoon Off. The play tells the story of Lee, a Chinese waiter who spends his afternoon off looking for Iris, a girl whom he has been told fancies him. He eventually finds her, but she is in bed with the waiter who’s given him the information in the first place, so at the end of the play he lies on his bed in his underpants, feeling not a little sorry for himself. In such circumstances a wank would be excusable and indeed in the final shot his hand begins to stray across his belly towards his thigh. Which is fine, except that the cut comes too soon for the purpose of the movement to be established – an omission which in these more explicit days would be inexcusable. But it was the last shot of the film, we were behind schedule and into overtime already, so it’s hardly surprising that the moment was snatched. That one can muff such a moment is, I suppose, one of the differences between film-making in England and film-making in Hollywood.


About The Old Crowd I’ll let Lindsay Anderson speak for himself (see page 161). It caused more of a rumpus than all the other plays put together and indeed anything else I’ve ever written. This was partly due to Lindsay’s flair for publicity and his ability to get people’s backs up: the actual piece still seems to me quite mild. But to be abused and the play vilified was for me a novel experience which I was surprised to find wasn’t entirely disagreeable. If I haven’t written anything like it since it’s not because I learned my lesson, just that nothing similar has occurred.
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TITLE SEQUENCE.


A northern mill town on a Sunday morning in Summer 1911. Deserted mills, the double gates of the mills closed. Silent machinery through grimy mill windows.


‘Sunday May 17’ superimposed.


[17 May 1911 wasn’t a Sunday. I had several letters to this effect.]


A stream tumbling into the mill dam. Dingy streets. The sound of the five-minute bell of a church. A clock showing 7.55.


INT. ACKROYD’S. DAY.


Close shot of mustard being spread thick on sandwiches. A sleepy, plump young woman in nightgown, her hair down, is cutting the sandwiches and wrapping them in paper. She pops a bit in her mouth. Behind her, two young children are asleep in bed in a corner. The house is untidy, full of objects, stuffed birds, pictures, books, butterflies. An upright piano.


EXT. ACKROYD’S. DAY.


Ackroyd is outside feeding his rabbits and doing up buttons at the same time. His bike is in the yard by the rabbit hutches. He comes in.


INT. ACKROYD’S. DAY.


MRS ACKROYD   (whispering) Is two enough? And there’s a bit of spice cake.


Ackroyd, a sandy-haired, distracted, young-old man, has a little cap on and knickerbockers: his cycling gear. He kisses her.


ACKROYD   Pipe.


He rummages round, and eventually she finds it down the side of the armchair.


EXT. ACKROYD’S. DAY.


He sets off, butterfly net and panniers on his bike. She stands at the door watching him go, then goes out into the little garden and closes the gate after him, as eight o’clock strikes behind her … 


INT. SHORTER’S HOUSE.


… and strikes also over next shot: but it is a different clock. A cardboard box, open. Tissue paper being folded back to reveal a new knickerbocker suit and cap. The cap is taken out and tried on reverently in front of the mirror by Shorter, a middle-aged man in underwear. He fingers the badge on the cap. The Shorters’ house is very spick and span. It gleams. While Shorter is admiring himself in the wardrobe mirror, his wife turns down his stocking-tops, prinking and patting him.


MRS SHORTER   Grown men, gadding off on bikes. And on a Sunday.


Shorter makes to go out.


Where are you going?


SHORTER   I’m only going down t’yard.


MRS SHORTER   You’re not going down t’yard in that. Take it off this minute. (She makes him take off the cap and jacket.) And be sharp.


EXT. SHORTER’S HOUSE.


We see him setting off on his bicycle, very upright, very neat, and the further away he gets from his wife, the more self-assured and self-satisfied he becomes.


INT. WILKINS’S HOUSE.


Wilkins, an old-fashioned young man, tiptoes through the hall of his mother’s house in his stockinged feet, carrying his boots. He tiptoes past the hall table on which there is a hymn book, a Bible and a neat pair of white gloves. His bike is standing in the vestibule. He puts his boots down, opens the door very quietly, and wheels his bike out. The wheel catches the door and he freezes. Then he comes back in for his boots. As he does so a woman’s voice shouts from upstairs.


VOICE   (of Wilkins’s mother) Gregory!


Wilkins freezes again, his boots in his hand, his hand on the door-knob. Silence from upstairs. Agonised look at hymn book etc. He goes out very carefully and quietly, closing the door behind him.


EXT. SHUTTLEWORTH’S.


Mr Shuttleworth is just edging his bike out of the passage by his shop, a Men’s Outfitters. An old youth brings out a chair to help him mount. Mr Shuttleworth is in late middle age, a figure of substance and some dignity. He is the chairman of the Cycling Club, to whom everyone defers; in fact he is a man of straw. He is mounting his bicycle rather unsteadily when Ackroyd wheels into view, so they ride off together.


ACKROYD   Morning, Mr Shuttleworth.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   Good morning, Arthur.


ACKROYD   It’s a grand day for it.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   It is. It is that.


EXT. BOOTHROYD’S HOUSE.


Boothroyd is pumping up his tyres. Baldring bikes by very slowly.


BALDRING   Well, I put th’alarum on.


BOOTHROYD   Th’alarum! Keep going.


He mounts his bike and they ride off together.


EXT. WAR MEMORIAL.


The meeting place is at the War Memorial set up for the dead of the Boer War. Gibson is riding round and round in the road, watched by a small boy in a chatterbox cap, whom he occasionally pretends to run down. He pinches the boy’s cap and rides off with it.


GIBSON   Here, got yer hat. Come on. Get yer hat.


Mr Shuttleworth is sat on the seat with Shorter, looking at a map.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   It’s a fair ride, Mr Shorter.


SHORTER   Easy stages, Mr Shuttleworth. Easy stages.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   No, we won’t overdo it.


SHORTER   And we’ve got all day.


BOOTHROYD   That is if we can get started. Saddle up, Mr Shorter.


There should be some friction between Shorter and Boothroyd, who is a Socialist.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   Do you want to see the map, Percy?


Percy is Mr Baldring, who is fat and lazy.


BALDRING   No. No. I’ll take it on trust.


SHORTER   Come on then, Percy, be sharp.


BALDRING   All in good time. All in good time.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   Take it steady, lads. Shall you bring up the rear, Percy?


BALDRING   I expect so, Mr Shuttleworth. I generally do.


The two other members of the party are Mr Tetley and his son, Ernest. Ernest is simple. He doesn’t talk in any distinguishable way, but roars incomprehensibly. On his account Mr Tetley tends to sit apart from the rest. He is an oldish man. He and Ernest ride a tandem.


MR TETLEY   Hold on a second. The lad’s lace is undone.


He gets off the tandem to fasten it, and Ernest lets go of the bike.


Hold the bike, Ernest.


Ackroyd tries to hold it.


No. Leave him, Cyril, he can do it.


ACKROYD   Please yourself.


Ernest roars.


That’ll do Ernest. Come on.


WILKINS   Wish we could get off. It’s me mam.


ACKROYD   Don’t worry, Gregory. We’ll protect you.


GIBSON   Fancy being afraid of your mam at your age.


SHORTER   We’re just lacking one of the full complement, Mr Shuttleworth. Mr Appleton.


GIBSON   (calling out from his bike) Who’re we waiting on?


ACKROYD   Edgar.


WILKINS   He’s happen not coming.


ACKROYD   Nay, he told me he wor coming.


SHORTER   We mun be off, I reckon. What do you say, Mr Shuttleworth?


Mr Shuttleworth is consulting his watch.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   Ay. He’ll happen catch us up.


SHORTER   Punctuality is the politeness of kings, that’s what I say.


Shot of the setting off.


INT. EDGAR’S ROOM.


Edgar Appleton’s digs. Untidy, clothes strewn about. He is fast asleep. Young, handsome, a bit of a card. His landlady knocking softly at the door, not particularly anxious to wake him. She is blousy, and rather sweet on him, and will linger slightly in the hope of seeing him dress. There is a cup of cold tea by the bed.


LANDLADY   You haven’t drunk your tea, Mr Appleton. It’s after eight. I’ve been shouting. You’ll have to get your skates on.


Edgar shoots out of bed and dresses very quickly.


EXT. EDGAR APPLETON.


Cut to Edgar pedalling off, down back lanes, carrying his bike down some steps and over a field by a recreation ground. Cut to: 


EXT. MAIN PARTY.


Main party pedalling through the town.


MR TETLEY   Don’t be turning round, Ernest. You’ll have us over. Mr Shuttleworth leading, flanked by Mr Shorter, touching hats to the few passers-by. Shorter waving children out of the way. Wilkins looks unhappily at the caretaker unlocking the chapel, who watches as they pass.


ACKROYD   Look out, Gregory. You’ve been spotted.


They all laugh. Slow faces watching them as they go. No hurry. No rush. No obvious interest. Heavy faces in close-up. Women in shawls, a child in clogs. A milkman riding on the back of his cart. They are at the foot of the hill leading out of the town and they dismount and begin to climb. Cut in shot of Edgar still trying to catch up.


INT. CROSS’S HOUSE.


Cut to a middle-class interior, a doctor’s house, seen in a mirror behind the face of a thin, pale young man in front of a cheval glass, dressed and ready. He is a handsome, delicate-looking youth. His name is Cross. He walks to the door and we see that he limps. He has a surgical boot on.


INT. CROSS’S SECOND BEDROOM.


Cut to interior of another bedroom. His mother’s face, lying sideways on the pillow, eyes open. Listening to the uneven sound of his footsteps going down the stairs. Her husband asleep beside her.


INT. CROSS’S HALL.


A maid in the hall. Cut to Cross against the glass doors of the hall. The house is set above the town, with a drive, and steps up to the door.


EXT. CROSS’S HOUSE. DRIVE AND ROAD.


He limps to his bike, but once on it he is freed from his deformity, cycling round and round the drive. His mother is watching him from the window as he rides out to the gate.


The road outside Cross’s house is the road up which the cycling club is toiling. He waits for them.


Mr Shuttleworth would plainly like to take this excuse for a rest, but they go on. 


SHORTER   Fall in behind, Mr Cross.


CROSS   Mr Shorter. Good morning, Mr Shuttleworth.


ACKROYD   Now then, Gerald.


CROSS   Arthur. Hurry yourself up, Edgar!


Edgar is coming up behind. The others are pushing their bikes, but Edgar rides his, standing up on the pedals in order to overtake them. Cross falls in behind, alongside Edgar.


EXT. TOP OF HILL.


The numbers are now complete, and as they reach the summit of the hill, still pushing their bikes, the sun comes out. They are on the edge of the moors, and the town (Halifax or Hebden Bridge) is below them. The older ones sit down to have a bit of a rest. Gibson, Edgar and Cross stay on their bikes.


ACKROYD   Here we are. The heights of Babylon.


SHORTER   Worst bit over.


BALDRING   Ay. I think I’ll just have five minutes.


SHORTER   You’re not jiggered already, Mr Shuttleworth?


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   Just taking in the view, Mr Shorter. Just taking in the view.


ACKROYD   There’s your dark Satanic mills, Gerald.


WILKINS   Where’s t’chapel. I can’t see t’chapel.


GIBSON   It’s down there, look. Can’t you see your mam waving her fist at thee?


WILKINS   Shut up.


ACKROYD   See, do you see Mason’s? Down there. Do you see?


BOOTHROYD   Them’s them new houses, Mr Shuttleworth. They’ve getten built up right to West Vale.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   I can remember when all that were fields. It’s where my grandma lived.


ACKROYD   There’s going to be nought left o’t’country if they’re not careful. When I were little you could stand on t’steps o’t’Corn Exchange and see t’moors. Nowadays there’s nought but soot and smoke and streets and streets.


BOOTHROYD   Ay, but there’s all this. It’ll be a long time before they build up England.


EXT. DIFFERENT PART.


Shots of them cycling along. They are coming flying down a hill. 


ACKROYD   Hey up, lightning.


BOOTHROYD   Last one at t’bottom’s a cissy, Mr Shorter.


Suddenly the tandem comes through the middle of the group.


MR TETLEY   (shouting) Can’t stop … can’t stop … no brakes. The tandem crashes. The others look back at the scene of the crash. No damage has been done. Ernest mumbles a lot, while Mr Tetley fixes the handlebars of the bike.


[This crash wasn’t in the script, but occurred while we were shooting. Fortunately the actors remained in character and the camera kept turning.]


EXT. DIFFERENT PART.


Shots of them cycling along easily now, down hills, through moors and fields, in their characteristic ways: Edgar with no hands, Shuttleworth and Shorter leading the way, but passed and re-passed by the more adventurous ones. Close shots of the actual mechanical workings of the bikes – pedals, etc., and a close shot of the strap arrangement that enables Cross to keep his boot in the pedal.


EXT. PUB.


The party arrives outside a pub.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   Here we are, lads.


They get off their bikes and leave them in the hedge.


I hope you’ll allow me to do the honours. It’s my birthday this year.


SHORTER   Mr Shuttleworth, you have a wry tongue. A wry tongue, Mr Shuttleworth. A right wry tongue.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   Good morning. Give them all their pleasure, landlord, and let me know the damage.


[A speech improvised by the actor David Waller, at this time working with the Royal Shakespeare Company.]


They sit drinking their beer at tables in the pub garden.


BALDRING   This’ll lay the dust a bit.


EDGAR   Ay, this is right beer, this is. Make your hair curl. This’ll put lead in your pencil, Gerald.


SHORTER   There’s some folks have too much lead in their pencil, I reckon.


EDGAR   Who’re you taking that for?


Cross is carrying out a bottle of lemonade. 


GIBSON   It’s Arthur. He’s temperance.


BOOTHROYD   No, I like a drink, but I don’t go mad with it.


ACKROYD   I’ve seen that many families ruined with it.


GIBSON   By, that looks strong stuff, Arthur. Here, let’s have a sup.


He snatches the glass.


ACKROYD   Nay, give us it here. Sithee … damn you, you’ve spilt it. You lout.


GIBSON   Shurrup, you great lass.


BOOTHROYD   It’s not the drink does harm. It’s the social consequences, that I’m reckoning on. Drink retards progress. Did you ever think why we haven’t had a revolution in this country? There’s two reasons. One is drink, and the other paradoxically is Methodism …


The camera has meanwhile drifted away from Boothroyd, though his voice continues over the next sequence, showing:


EXT. THE ORCHARD AND KITCHEN GARDEN BEHIND PUB.


BOOTHROYD   (voice over) … both of them in their different ways, distracting the mind of man from his immediate social conditions. Putting him into a false Nirvana. Intoxicated with beer, intoxicated with heaven. It’s the same thing. Nirvana.


Baldring is sat happily on the earth closet in the garden with the door open, listening drowsily to the birds. He also (in 1911) has a wristwatch on.


EXT. DIFFERENT PART.


Cycling along again. They halt at a gate while Mr Shuttleworth consults the map.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   I think we can take advantage of a short cut here, Mr Shorter. Hey, lads. Short cut here.


Mr Shuttleworth goes through first, Shorter holding the gate.


SHORTER   Thank you, Mr Shuttleworth.


They come up against a gate. Along it is strung a line of dead rooks and moles.


ACKROYD   Poor little buggers.


Gibson touches one of the moles gingerly.


Why do they have to hang ’em up?


GIBSON   It’s like a warning to the others.


ACKROYD   How do you mean … a warning? What’re they warning ’em about? They’re born moles, aren’t they? They can’t do ought about it. Barmpots.


They cycle on. Close up of Shuttleworth’s back tyre which is gradually deflating. Mr Shuttleworth tries to glance round at it as he rides, wobbling, almost coming off and stopping.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   Hold it, lads. Quite flat, I’m afraid.


Shorter and Ackroyd dismount and look at the tyre, and gradually the ones ahead stop and ride back. Shorter takes charge, first of all upending the bike.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   Mind my paintwork, Mr Shorter.


SHORTER   I’m doing my best, Mr Shuttleworth.


BOOTHROYD   Take it steady, take it steady. Don’t fullock it.


Baldring is already sat down and half asleep.


BALDRING   Ay, take it steady.


BOOTHROYD   A bowl of water’s the first requirement. All hands to the pumps. You make a better door than a window, lad.


Ackroyd goes and knocks at a cottage and comes back with a bowl of water.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   I’ve never been mechanically minded, for all I ride a bicycle.


SHORTER   No.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   I wouldn’t know where to start.


BOOTHROYD   You’re an artist, Mr Shuttleworth.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   Well, that way on, any road.


SHORTER   There’s an art in this, like there is in all these things. Now, everybody. Don’t wander off. This halt isn’t on the agenda, you know.


BALDRING   (asleep) I’ll keep in the vicinity, Mr Shorter.


BOOTHROYD   What’re you reading then, Gerald?


Cross shows him.


Allus got your nose in a book. Is it a tale? Oh ay, H. G. Wells. Is it a good one?


CROSS   Yes. Yes it is.


BOOTHROYD   He’s a socialist, too. Does it come through?


CROSS   A bit, I suppose. Yes, a bit.


BOOTHROYD   That’s good.


The tyre bubbles air in the bowl of water.


MR TETLEY   There she blows.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   It is aggravating. 


MR TETLEY   Gumption, that’s what’s required.


SHORTER   A puncture of this size is a serious business. It can jeopardise the whole wall of the tyre. Is that tacky yet, Mr Ackroyd?


Meanwhile Gibson is taunting Ernest with a lemonade bottle, pretending to give him a drink, then taking the bottle away.


MR TETLEY   Ernest! Come over here, Ernest!


The puncture is almost mended. In close up we see a small box from the puncture outfit opened and powder rubbed onto the newly applied patch, as in voice over Shorter says:


SHORTER   Apply it to the affected part and dust with the powder provided.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   Champion, champion.


While the puncture is being mended, Edgar gives the glad eye to a woman watching the proceedings from her cottage doorway. He pops his bike against the hedge, and is about to go in when her husband, who has been bending down behind the hedge, straightens up and confronts Edgar.


EDGAR   Oh heck!


MAN   Morning.


EDGAR   How do you do.


When someone throws the water away after the puncture is mended, it goes quite close to Shorter.


SHORTER   Mind out. This suit’s new on.


BALDRING   By, I’m hot. I wish I’d never put a vest on. (He peels an apple, very carefully and fastidiously.)


GIBSON   What you do that for? T’skin’s the best part.


BALDRING   For them as likes it. For them as likes it.


Gibson takes the skin, and waits for the core. Baldring looks at Gibson, then throws it away.


GIBSON   (going after it) Soft bugger.


BALDRING   I think I’ll just have five minutes.


CROSS   It doesn’t seem like Sunday, somehow.


BOOTHROYD   It would if you were in t’mill all week like most folks.


WILKINS   They’ll miss me, you know. It’s my morning for taking t’plate round. 


EXT. ANOTHER PART.


The puncture mended, they are cycling along again, Boothroyd singing ‘Did you not hear my lady, / Go down the garden singing’.


[These shots, redolent of high Edwardian summers, had to be abandoned because of the bitter weather, the chestnut trees scarcely in leaf, let alone in flower.]


They cycle past a line of village boys, all in their Sunday best, walking along a white and dusty road in Indian file. The front one looks round. They ride along in clouds of white dust, in bright sunshine, then under chestnut trees. They ride through puddles. A watersplash. Some going over the bridge, and others the adventurous way through the stream. One man riding a carthorse. A farm cart, with the mother and father up front and the daughter facing over the back of the cart.


Edgar rides for a while with his hand on the back of the cart while she giggles, until her mother looks round, the father whips up the horse and Edgar nearly goes flying.


Riding very slowly along, Mr Shuttleworth farts. Edgar giggles and Ackroyd winks. A dog runs after Mr Shuttleworth, barking and snapping at his ankles.


SHORTER   Take no notice, Mr Shuttleworth. He’s more frightened of you than you are of him.


WILKINS   Be careful. We don’t want hydrophobia.


GIBSON   Gerron, you little bugger.


SHORTER   Don’t race it, don’t race it. You make it worse. And watch your language.


EXT. DIFFERENT ROAD SECTION.


They are cycling along.


ACKROYD   Breathe in, breathe this air.


They pass a manure heap and are thrown into confusion.


EDGAR   By heck! Smell that!


ACKROYD   Breathe in! It’s a grand country smell, is that. It fair does you good.


CROSS   (imitating him) Make your hair curl will that, Edgar. (And winks.)


They lift their bikes over a stile.


SHORTER   Mind your oily great bike on my socks, Edgar. You’ve no thought. They’ve no thought, Mr Shuttleworth. Allow me.


He helps Mr Shuttleworth with his bike. 


EXT. FIELD.


The party wheel their bikes across a field.


SHORTER   Mind where you’re putting your feet. This field’s in a disgusting state.


WILKINS   That’s one good thing about Halifax … no cows.


EDGAR   Oh I don’t know. I’ve come across one or two cows in Halifax.


SHORTER   Damnation.


ACKROYD   Never mind. It’s good clean muck.


SHORTER   My missus doesn’t distinguish between sorts of muck, Mr Ackroyd. Muck is muck to her. And it’s anathema.


Baldring and Boothroyd cycling along a road. Boothroyd is singing.


BOOTHROYD  


‘O, saw you not my lady, out in the garden there;


Shaming the rose and lily, for she is twice as fair.’


[Everything conspired against making this a lyrical film. In the text I had given this and another song (‘O maiden, my maiden’) to Boothroyd, intending them to mark moments of sadness and warmth. Boothroyd was played by Brian Glover. No slouch at acting, Brian does not sing in tune. The moment still has a limited pathos: it’s a man who can’t sing, trying to.]


Various shots of individual members of the group cycling along. They cross a final field and come to a halt overlooking some monastic ruins.


ACKROYD   Here we are. Journey’s end.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   Well, isn’t that a picture?


BALDRING   I know one thing. My bum’s numb.


They go down to the ruins, and the afternoon is spent there.


EXT. THE RUINS.


The party is sitting by the stream in the abbey ruins eating their sandwiches. Some have lunch in handkerchiefs, others in odd bits of newspaper which they read. Mr Shuttleworth takes no part in the conversation but has the largest and most elaborate lunch of all, which he eats with deliberation and contentment, oblivious of the envious eyes cast on it.


GIBSON   I reckon we ought to share.


SHORTER   Share! But you’ve only got two scrutty little sandwiches. I’ve got some spice cake. 


ACKROYD   Did you know sandwich isn’t an original word? In olden days they didn’t have sandwiches. They were brought in by the Earl of Sandwich (mouth full), hence the name.


Gibson tries to pinch some of Wilkins’s lunch.


WILKINS   Take your hands off. You can have a bit of my cake, but I’m hanged if I’m sharing.


BOOTHROYD   In my day that was known as paternalism.


SHORTER   Well in my day it was known as generosity.


GIBSON   (eating) It’s as hard as the devil.


WILKINS   They’ll just be coming out now. They’ll think I’m poorly. I never miss. Happen they’ll go round home and find out.


EDGAR   Nay, that’s not what you’ve got to worry about, Gregory. It’s him up there writing it all down. ‘Sunday May 17, 1911. Skipped chapel. T’singing from Mount Zion sounds a bit thin today, Peter. Have we got somebody off?’


CROSS   ‘It’s Wilkins, O Lord. He’s … he’s gone cycling.’


EDGAR   ‘Wilkins? Gone cycling! Cycling? And him a Deacon. Write it down, lad, write it down.’


Mr Shuttleworth wanders round the abbey, earnestly examining the ruins. At one point during his wanderings he comes upon Gibson, who is carving his initials on a pillar.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   That’s not going to get us any further, is it, Eric?


GIBSON   Sorry, Mr Shuttleworth.


Who has already passed on. Gibson looks after him.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   If we all went round carving our names, there’d soon be no ruins left. Desist, lad, desist.


Ackroyd and Boothroyd are also doing a tour.


ACKROYD   They were Cistercian monks here. From Cîteaux in France. (He has a guide book.)


GIBSON   What made ’em want to come here for, soft things?


BOOTHROYD   It’s an unnatural life, separating yourself off like that.


ACKROYD   ‘They always selected sites of great remoteness, away from the temptations of civilisation.’


Gibson laughs coarsely.


BOOTHROYD   You don’t always want to be with men. You don’t always want to be with your own sort. You want variety, a mixture. 


ACKROYD   Ay, but there would be all sorts, carpenters, builders, gardeners … it wouldn’t be as if they were all parsons.


BOOTHROYD   There wouldn’t be any kids, would there? And allus getting down on their knees. It’s no sort of life …You want to get out and get something done, not be stuck here waiting for it to happen, waiting for God to put things right.


ACKROYD   No. No …


Conversation fading.


… it would be a little community.


In some of these conversations we do not see the talkers, but simply a meadow, covered in long grass. Occasionally someone sits up above the level of the grass or a hand comes up to swat a fly with a cap.


[A remnant of the original script and its presumption of high, cloudless days. In retrospect I think this sequence was no great loss: there is a limit to the interest of grass as a shot.]


Baldring, as usual, has found himself a comfortable spot.


BALDRING   I think I’ll just have five minutes.


EXT. STEPPING STONE. STREAM.


Mr Shuttleworth, Edgar, Shorter and one or two others are sat by the stepping stones. Edgar is skimming stones across the river.


CROSS   That’s a good one.


Two girls start to come across the stepping stones. One pretty, one plain. Edgar aims a stone which splashes them, upsets the balance of the pretty one who teeters on the edge of a stone, hitching up her skirts and shouting with delight. This is watched in strained silence by the men on the bank.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   She’s a well-set-up lass is that.


SHORTER   I think you’ve caught the mood of the company, Mr Shuttleworth.


The girls reach the shore.


PLAIN GIRL   Grown men. You ought to be ashamed of yourselves.


Edgar tosses another stone, which sends the pretty girl into more laughter and brings shouts of protest from the others.


SHORTER   Nay, Edgar, mind out. That’s gone on Mr Shuttleworth’s trousers.


ACKROYD   It’s grand to get away from folks. Just fancy being fastened in. 


BOOTHROYD   You see, I see Man going on from strength to strength. And it’s a pretty straight road now, I reckon. We’re finished with wars now. Folks won’t stand for it. It’s not us that makes wars. Worker’s not going to take up arms against worker.


ACKROYD   You’ll not alter folks, Henry, I don’t care what you say.


BOOTHROYD   This’ll seem like a dark age one day. A dark age.


EDGAR   If it’s that easy, why hasn’t it happened before?


Two youths in white shirts and riding breeches skirt the edge of the trees on large horses, looking incuriously at the trippers as they water the horses in the stream. Ackroyd catching butterflies with a net.


[Cut, alas. The butterflies were in charge of a butterfly handler (sic). The scene was set up and on a shout of ‘Action’ the butterfly handler loosed his troop of Thespian cabbage whites. Whereupon the poor creatures took one look at the bitter weather and promptly fell dead of hypothermia.]


These scenes should overlap in time, so that when one scene is being played another is going on in the background.


SHORTER   They’ve no nobility about them, women. It’s all mundane. One day to the next. No large view. No theory. All practice.


Nobody is listening to him. Ackroyd is feeding a squirrel, enticing it nearer and nearer with food. Gibson creeps up behind him and throws a coat over it.


[The butterfly handler doubled as a squirrel handler. The squirrel, though hardier than its butterfly colleagues, was in its way equally intractable. Animal handlers invariably claim an exact knowledge of the habits and intentions of their charges. This is seldom the case.]


GIBSON   That’s copped him.


ACKROYD   Damn you. (He tries to kick Gibson.)


BOOTHROYD   Nay, fair does, Arthur. They’re nobbut rats.


GIBSON   Soft bugger.


At the ruins Ernest sits with his feet in the water, roaring.


BOOTHROYD   Are you singing, then, Ernest?


Ernest roars.


MR TETLEY   That’s right. 


They smile.


The next speech should be dreamlike, casting a spell which will be broken by the gunshots. As Boothroyd speaks in voice over we see close-ups of Boothroyd, Cross, Shuttleworth, Shorter, Wilkins, Ackroyd, Edgar and Ernest.


[Another sequence which, due to the weather, had to be shot in close-up on the actors rather than in wide shot on the actors in a summer landscape.]


BOOTHROYD   This century, it’s like letting the kids out into the fields. We’re encamped on the edge of the twentieth century. Like an army after toiling upwards through slavery, wars, oppression, century after century. And now we’re over the hill, into a great green place. You come up over the top of the hill and see it stretched out before you, the twentieth century.


The calm is suddenly broken by the sound of reverberating shots.


INT. NAVE OF ABBEY.


The gaunt, ruined walls. More shots. A gamekeeper is shooting rooks, watched by Gibson. He shoots more, and they fall to the ground. Gibson makes to fetch the birds.


GAMEKEEPER   Let the dog do it, man. That’s what it’s for.


Ackroyd and Wilkins come running in. And stop sheepishly when they see what’s happening. The shots should be sudden, mysterious. No alarm. But puzzlement and mystery.


As the shots sound, Cross is wandering through woods and undergrowth, having awkwardly crossed the stepping stones, once slipping with his bad leg into the water. He wanders through the woods and on the far side comes out onto a lawn in front of a country house.


EXT. LAWN. COUNTRY HOUSE.


Two ladies are sat under a tree and their husbands play croquet. As Cross watches, a procession of butler and two maids comes out very formally with tea.


MOTHER   (calling) Florence! Flo–o–rence! Te–a–a!


She stands up and looks towards the edge of the wood where Cross is standing. He steps back and turns away as the two young men on horseback appear. They wave to the croquet party. Cross goes back through the wood. 


EXT. STREAM. WOODLAND EDGE.


A girl is coming through the trees. She is about fifteen. She stings herself on a nettle.


FLORENCE   Damn. (seeing him) I stung my hand.


CROSS   Get a dock leaf.


He picks a dock leaf and puts it on her wrist. Distant calls of ‘Florence.’ ‘Tea. Tea.’ ‘Florence.’


FLORENCE   Thank you. You’ll catch it if they find you here, you know.


The gamekeeper who has been shooting in the ruins comes through the undergrowth.


GAMEKEEPER   Now then, young fellow me lad. You’ve no business here.


Girl still dusting down her frock.


FLORENCE   It’s all right, Gateacre.


GAMEKEEPER   (still suspicious) Her Ladyship’s calling, miss.


FLORENCE   I don’t know why you have to shoot on a Sunday, Gateacre.


GAMEKEEPER   Pests, miss. Pests. (turning away and going off disgruntled) They don’t know it’s Sunday. (turning and almost shouting it back at her) Vermin ain’t no Sundays.


The girl is going back through the wood with Cross. She sees he limps.


FLORENCE   Have you hurt yourself?


CROSS   No. (Lifts his boot.)


FLORENCE   Oh, sorry. Sorry. I stutter.


He shrugs and they both smile.


Come for tea.


He hesitates and she pulls his coat.


Come on.


They come out into the sunlight on the edge of the lawn.


EXT. LAWN.


MOTHER   There she is. Oh. (And looks askance at Cross.)


Harrison, you’d better bring another cup.


The maid runs off across the lawn. Cross and the girl walk away to the other side of the lawn, as the two gentlemen playing croquet raise their hats, and go to the tea table. Faint conversation drifts after them. 


I don’t know. I don’t say anything. Nothing surprises me any more.


Intermingled with Cross talking to the girl.


AUNT   Sad face. Sad face.


MOTHER   That boot won’t help the grass one bit.


GIRL   Have you come far?


CROSS   Halifax.


FLORENCE   Forsyth. Could we have some cake. Do you mind having a bad leg? Or is that rude? People don’t mention it. I am pert.


CROSS   I do mind. It isn’t rude. People don’t mention it. You are pert.


They laugh.


It’s all right on a bike. Then you’re like everybody else.


FLORENCE   Or a horse. I know someone who rides beautifully and she’s a terrible … cripple.


Cross looks over at the tea party.


My mother and my aunt. And these are my brothers.


The two young men run onto the lawn. They wave and stand talking at the tea table or sprawl on the grass. Snatches of conversation drift over.


MOTHER   Someone Florence found in the undergrowth. Isn’t it exciting?


Though it is quite plain that exciting is not what it is at all.


FIRST BROTHER   Give you a game.


SECOND BROTHER   Florence, give you a game. We’ll take you on.


FLORENCE   Do you play croquet? Come on. It’s terribly easy. We can be partners. Be a sport.


Cross shakes his head.


CROSS   I couldn’t. No, I couldn’t, honestly.


FIRST BROTHER   We’re really none of us much good.


CROSS   No. Thank you. No.


They play and he watches.


FLORENCE   I’m having the good mallet.


SECOND BROTHER   Right. Then it’s me to start.


He hits ball through the hoop first time. Florence messes up her shot.


FLORENCE   Oh useless.


Boy turns back to croquet her ball.


No, Arthur, please. It’s not fair. 


FIRST BROTHER   Sorry, Florence.


FLORENCE   I’ve hardly started.


Her brother fetches it a great whack and sends it shooting across the lawn.


Damn.


She runs after it. It has ended up quite near where Cross’s abandoned tea cup stands on the edge of the lawn.


Look you should have …


But Cross has disappeared. Forsyth comes over to take the tea cup away, as Florence stares at the rustling trees.


FIRST BROTHER   You are a frightful tart, Florence.


EXT. ANOTHER PART OF THE WOOD.


By the bank of the stream, Edgar and the pretty girl lie in the grass. He has his hand inside her blouse. She watches him unsmiling and seemingly unresponsive. He tries to get his hand up her leg. It is all quite awkward, with the noise of clothes unbuttoning and the rustle of her dress very much in the foreground. The plain girl is sulking on the far bank of the stream.


PLAIN GIRL   Come on, Connie …Your ma won’t half play pop with you, Connie Sinker.


FLIRT   She won’t know. (Pause.) Louisa … Louisa.


PLAIN   girl What?


FLIRT   She won’t know.


PLAIN   girl I shall tell her.


EDGAR   She won’t.


PLAIN   girl I shall.


EDGAR   Take no notice.


PLAIN   girl Connie.


Connie is too busy with Edgar.


Connie. Connie.


EXT. ABBEY RUINS.


Baldring sits silent among the ruins. Cross watches. Ackroyd is catching butterflies. He puts them in a killing bottle.


[Cut. See above. No bottle was necessary: the air was killer enough.]


ACKROYD   It’s a kind of gas, you see. They don’t feel anything. It just puts them to sleep. 


A shot of them moving about in sunken parts of the ruins, the old drains and passages. So that their heads and shoulders are above ground, the rest hidden, as if they were in trenches. And above this the rumble of thunder. It ought to be another moment like the guns first sounding, a sudden pause and a slight alarm.


[Cut, again because of the weather. This scene makes the same point as is made by the (altered) ending of the film at the War Memorial, but it makes it better because less explicitly.]


BOOTHROYD   Are we going to have a game, then?


GIBSON   Aye, come on.


CROSS   Bags foggy. Foggy innings. Come on, be sharp.


SHORTER   This is consecrated ground, you know.


ACKROYD   It never is. It’s where they had their dinners. (to Baldring) Come on, Percy.


BALDRING   I’d rather just spectate.


ACKROYD   Nay, come on.


BALDRING   I’ll just field for a bit, then.


TETLEY   Can Ernest play?


BOOTHROYD   Can he play?


TETLEY   Ay, I think he’s all right. Do you want to play cricket, Ernest?


Ernest roars.


BOOTHROYD   Aye, all right.


TETLEY   ’Appen just let him field, he’ll be all right.


BOOTHROYD   Come on then.


They play and Mr Shorter takes first go.


Look out, let Wilfred Rhodes have a go.


WILKINS   We’ll get into trouble, playing in here.


Shorter whacks the ball into the water.


In t’river’s out.


SHORTER   It never is.


Baldring goes to retrieve the ball from the water and in doing so glances up at the archway over the stream.


BALDRING   That’s interesting. Do you see what they’ve done there? Them arches, they’ve buttressed it. We’d never do that now. We’d brace it. You don’t buttress now. Mind you, they’re grand buttresses, are them. T’feller as laid them stones knew what he was doing. 


WILKINS   He’d be a monk.


BALDRING   I don’t care if he were Charley Peace. He could lay right bricks.


Mr Shuttleworth calls out.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   It says there’s an echo. Hoo-ooh!


He positions himself, consulting the guide book, and calls out again, but not a bit self-consciously. Boothroyd looks up from the game and winks at one of the others. Mr Shuttleworth calls out again. This time there is an echo and he nods, satisfied, and comes on past where Boothroyd and co. are playing cricket.


BOOTHROYD   Everything all right, Mr Shuttleworth?


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   Yes. Oh yes, yes.


Shorter looks and Wilkins throws the ball.


GIBSON   Owzat!


WILKINS   Out, you’re out, Mr Shorter.


SHORTER   I never were.


WILKINS   You were.


SHORTER   Which is t’wicket?


WILKINS   That’s t’wicket.


Points to a bit of the wall.


SHORTER   I were thinking that were t’wicket.


Points to another bit.


BOOTHROYD   Well then. You’re out then.


SHORTER   No, I’m not.


GIBSON   You are.


SHORTER   Well I’m not playing then.


ACKROYD   Nay, come on. Disputed decision, here, Mr Shuttleworth. Would you care to arbitrate?


Gibson bowls and hits Shorter.


GIBSON   You’re out now anyway. BBW.


SHORTER   What’s that.


GIBSON   Bum before wicket.


SHORTER   I’m not having that sort of language.


He throws down the bat.


GIBSON   I don’t know. It’s nobbut a game. Are we playing or aren’t we? Here, catch, Ernest.


He hurls the ball at Ernest, who roars.


MR TETLEY   Nay, give over.


The game breaks up and the players drift away. 


EXT. ABBEY GATES.


They are ready to set off back. Wilkins picks flowers.


SHORTER   Late setting off, late going back. I don’t know. Where is he?


CROSS   Edgar!


BALDRING   Edgar! Come on, sithee. We’re late.


Gibson comes round a corner on his bike to find Mr Shuttleworth having a pee behind a buttress.


GIBSON   Sorry, Mr Shuttleworth.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   Just obeying a call of nature.


CROSS   Edgar!


BOOTHROYD   Come on then, lads. Saddle up. Back to the rhubarb fields.


SHORTER   Aye, time we were off.


EXT. ANOTHER PART OF THE WOOD.


VOICES   off Edgar! Edgar!


Edgar pushes the girl away and gets up.


EDGAR   I mun go. (He runs off into the trees, stopping to call back to the girl.) I can’t stop. We’re a club.


girl (disgustedly) Club!


EXT. A ROAD.


The others have set off. A shot of them silhouetted against the sky, climbing a hill. Edgar catches up with them.


EDGAR   Lads.


BOOTHROYD   Been lakin’ cricket. You missed a right good game, Edgar.


He winks at Shorter.


GIBSON   He’s been lakin’ a better game nor that, haven’t you, Edgar?


EXT. ABBEY RUINS.


The girl rides through the empty ruins, then through the wood towards the road taken by the cyclists.


EXT. ROAD AND HILL.


SHORTER   I shall sleep tonight. All this country air.


Mr Shuttleworth nods. He looks worried. 


EXT. ROAD BY THE WOODS.


Florence waits by the road, hoping to see Cross.


EXT. A HILL.


They are still coming up the hill, but not within sight of where Florence is waiting, when Mr Shuttleworth suddenly steers into Shorter.


SHORTER   Nay, look out, you’ll have me over.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   I think I’m going to have to sit down.


SHORTER   Nay, come on, Mr Shuttleworth. We’ve only just set off.


Mr Shuttleworth has passed out. They lay him down by the side of the road and loosen his collar.


Are you all right?


ACKROYD   He looks bad.


He calls to the others who are still going up the hill.


Nay, hold on.


SHORTER   You’ve had a funny turn.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   Ay, I have. I have that.


ACKROYD   You’ve done too much. Are you all right?


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   I’m all right now. I’ve happen done too much.


SHORTER   You’re not so young as you were.


BOOTHROYD   It were perhaps summat you had. Pork’s a funny thing, I always think. And you were having pork.


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   Aye. I was. Happen so.


BOOTHROYD   I always steer clear of pork.


Edgar and Gibson are standing apart.


EDGAR   He’s too old to be bikin’ about.


GIBSON   That’s put a right damper on things, that has.


ACKROYD   How do you feel now?


MR SHUTTLEWORTH   I’m right enough. I don’t feel ought clever, but I’m right enough.


EXT. COUNTRY HOUSE AND LAWN.


The lawn empty. Croquet mallets left. Lights going on. Maid collecting croquet sticks. Mother calling ‘Flo–rence’.


EXT. ROAD NEAR WOODS.


Florence, still waiting. She hears her mother calling and slowly turns back into the wood. 


EXT. HILL.


They begin climbing the hill again, slowly.


SHORTER   And take it easy, Mr Shuttleworth. We don’t want to lose our founder-member.


They come up to the crest of the hill, where Florence had been waiting, but by now she has gone. It is getting dark. They ride along, slowly silhouetted against the sky. Boothroyd sings ‘O Maiden, My Maiden’. The last shot is of them going over the edge of the hill back into the abyss again.


[The original script ended here, on a sequence of shots of the cyclists wending their way home against the evening sun – country roads, long shadows, lovely light – a perfect end to an almost perfect day, with the abyss not so much Halifax as the war to come. The weather put paid to such a sequence; the end we filmed (in the rain) is a poor substitute:]


EXT. WAR MEMORIAL.


The War Memorial from which the expedition set off at the start of the film. It is now some years later. The Great War is over and the names of new dead have been inscribed on the column. Those gathered round the Memorial sing the hymn ‘O Valiant Hearts …’ Among them we see Mr Shuttleworth, Wilkins, Shorter and Cross. As the hymn ends they look at the wreaths at the foot of the monument. Shorter points with his umbrella at one particular wreath. It is from the cycling club and carries its emblem. They turn away and we hold on the Memorial for the closing credits.
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