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INTRODUCTION





‘Working with Devine at the Royal Court, I was forced to reassess my ideas. I changed my acting career just when it needed a shot in the arm. My career was becoming predictable, solid and rather dull … Archie leapt off the page at me and he had to be mine. I began to steep myself in the old music-hall tradition. It wasn’t too difficult because it was there in John’s play – that, and so many other things. The play was enormous, a huge canvas. The winds of change were there all right. I was in step with the new wave, in step and marching … I will always be grateful for those days and look back on them with affection. Archie Rice: there he stands in the bright spotlight, alone, laughless but smiling. A bowler hat, a cane, eyebrows, a gap in his teeth, and dead eyes …’


From On Acting, by Laurence Olivier


(Weidenfeld and Nicolson)





Journalists insist that I wrote the part of Archie Rice in The Entertainer for Laurence Olivier, just as reference books have it that Look Back in Anger was originally titled On the Pier at Morecambe. These dumb speculations have a way of perpetuating themselves as fact. The true record may not be of much account but it is hard to justify tampering with it.


One evening in the autumn of 1956, I went on my own to the Chelsea Palace. Max Miller was on the bill. Waiting for him to come on, I watched an act, the highlight of which was an impersonation of Charles Laughton playing Quasimodo. I had seen it before. A smoky green light swirled over the stage and an awesome banality prevailed for some theatrical seconds, the drama and poetry, the belt and braces of music-hall holding up epic. This, the critics would later tell me, was the Brechtian influence on the play.


Music-hall was on its last legs but there were still a few halls in and around London for me to visit, not yet quite defeated by grey, front parlour television. I made notes for the play. I knew I was on to the problem – remembering George Devine’s dictum that all problems were technical ones – and I was even confident enough to give it a title. I’d been listening to a record by a trumpet-player called Bunk Johnson. He was something of a legend, whose reputation had been revived by a few enthusiasts who had found him working in the Deep South as a truck driver, old and forgotten. They bought him a new set of teeth and he made a short comeback. One of the tunes he recorded was an old Scott Joplin number, ‘The Entertainer’. It was graceful and touching and seemed apt for the play.


Sometime in early February 1957, George telephoned me. He was meticulous about not hectoring writers and so I was surprised when he asked, ‘How’s the play going, dear boy?’ ‘All right.’ ‘How far have you got?’ This was most unlike him. He knew my powers of evasion. ‘Oh, I’ve finished the second act. Almost.’ ‘I see. I hate to ask, but something’s just come up. I don’t suppose you can tell me if there’s a part in it for Laurence?’ ‘Laurence who?’ ‘Olivier.’


George persuaded me against all his practice. ‘Would you mind awfully if I asked you to let me have the first two acts?’ Believing us both wrong, I agreed. Olivier’s response was immediate and astonishing. He wanted to play Billy Rice, Archie’s father. Letting him read just two acts had confused everyone. A week later I rang Tony Richardson, the director, and told him I had finished. ‘Read me the last page,’ he said, and I mumbled Archie’s last speech down the telephone to his final line, which Olivier found incomprehensible and made devastating. ‘Let me know where you’re working tomorrow night – and I’ll come and see YOU.’ It was to be Olivier’s face but, I hoped, my voice – possibly my own epitaph.


At the beginning of 1957, the muddle of feeling about Suez and Hungary, implicit in The Entertainer, was so overheated that the involvement of Olivier in the play seemed as dangerous as exposing the Royal Family to politics. There was some relief that an international event could arouse such fierce, indeed theatrical responses, with lifetime readers cancelling the Observer and rallies and abuse everywhere. The season was open for hunting down deceivers and self-deceivers. A special meeting of the English Stage Company was convened to make a decision about the production of The Entertainer at the Royal Court. Left and Right became allies. Olivier was an undisputed coup, but an embarrassment also. It was decided to drop the play.


Neville Blond, the Chairman of the ESC and its Council, was a Manchester textile magnate and sometime government adviser on transatlantic trade. His wife, Elaine, was a Marks & Spencer heiress. The pair of them promptly issued an invitation to Council members for lunch at their flat in Orchard Court to discuss the matter. Over the next few years I attended a few parties at Orchard Court, a gloomy mausoleum block behind elaborate wrought ironwork near Selfridges. These were sumptuous spreads given in the manner of a Christmas party for servants and tenant farmers. Mrs Blond would itemize the value of the pictures on the walls and the price per yard for the upholstery. We were not expected to stay long. On that first occasion, she told the Council, ‘You’d be barmy not to do the play. With Olivier wanting to act in it!’ ‘You see,’ said Neville, less stridently, ‘we owe it to the boy.’ In the event, George Harewood’s casting vote carried the day. The Entertainer would go ahead.





Lord Chamberlain’s Office,


St James’s Palace, SW1


20th March, 1957





Sir,


The Entertainer


I am desired by the Lord Chamberlain to write to you regarding the above Play and to ask for an undertaking that the following alterations will be made:–





1) Act I, page 11, alter ‘ass-upwards.’


2) Page 29, alter ‘clappers.’


3) Act II, page 25, a photograph should be submitted of the nude in Britannia’s helmet.


4) Page 27, alter ‘pouf’ (twice).


5) Page 30, alter ‘shagged.’


6) Page 36, omit ‘Right up to the flies. Right up.’


7) Page 43, omit ‘rogered’ (twice).


8) Page 44, omit ‘I always needed a jump at the end of the day – and at the beginning too usually.’


9) Act III, page 3, alter ‘wet your pants.’


10) Page 4, omit ‘had Sylvia.’


11) Page 6, alter ‘turds.’


12) Page 9, alter ‘camp.’


13) A photograph of the nude tableau, page 20, should be submitted.


14) Page 21, omit ‘balls.’


15) Scene 12 should be submitted in full.


16) The little song entitled, ‘The old church bells won’t ring tonight ’cos the Vicar’s got the clappers.’ Substitute: ‘The Vicar’s dropped a clanger.’





Any alterations or substitutions should be submitted for approval.


Yours faithfully,


Assistant Controller.





The ESC, the Council and the Lord Chamberlain were contained and we were in business. It was too late for reservations or quibbling. Olivier had to fit Archie in during April for five weeks before his summer commitment to Titus Andronicus. The opening was announced and within a few days every seat for the short season had been sold. I was anxious that Olivier should not be tempted into the snare of making Archie funny. It would have been an understandable mistake for an actor unused to little less than worship. As it was, people perpetuated the myth that the character was based on Max Miller. Archie was a man all right and one which most people, especially maidenly middle class reviewers, found unfamiliar and despicable. What could possibly be interesting to the civilized sensibility in the spectacle of a third-rate comic writhing in a dying profession?


Max Miller was a god, certainly to me, a saloon bar Priapus. Archie never got away with anything. Life cost him dearly, always. When he came on, the audience was immediately suspicious or indifferent. Archie’s cheek was less than ordinary. Max didn’t have to be nauseatingly lovable like Chaplin. His humanity was in his sublime sauce, Archie’s in his hollow desperation. Max got fined £5 for giving them one from the Blue Book and the rest of the world laughed with him. Archie would have got six months and no option.


Olivier took this point from the outset. We all paid visits to the remaining London halls. The Chelsea Palace, the Met in Edgware Road and Collins’ in Islington were all about to be swept away. When I wrote that the music-hall was dying, I hadn’t been aware that the bulldozers and iron balls were poised quite so close to home. I was especially keen that we should go a few times to Collins’, where I had witnessed some of the worst acts imaginable. We missed a Scots comedian called Jack Radcliffe who did a very eerie deathbed scene. I thought the spectacle of a ‘dying’ comic in a sketch about death performed to an almost comatose audience would help an actor who could hardly have witnessed such a farewell to hope and dignity, let alone taken part in it. We did see a more robust act by a Cockney, Scott Sanders, whose signature tune was ‘Rolling round the world, waiting for the sunshine and hoping things will turn out right’, which he played on a series of pots and pans hanging on a barrow. He was loud, brisk, seldom funny and looked as if he knew it, hurtling through his act hoarsely before retreating to the pub next door. ‘Why have you got that lemon stuck in your ear?’ ‘You’ve heard of the man with the hearing aid? Well, I’m the one with the lemonade.’


One of Olivier’s central problems was to persuade audiences that such poetic awfulness could be authentic. The pressure of time was no bad thing and we threw ourselves into what was a unique venture for everyone. Soon, though, there were disturbing rumours about the domestic life of Olivier and Vivien Leigh. I was not privy to this, although I hoped that they were not true for the selfish reason of safeguarding my play and protecting it from prurient interest in Britain’s most famous and near-royal couple, which would surely divert attention from what was happening in the theatre itself. Vivien’s watchful presence at rehearsals was the most dangerous threat to the production’s progress and everyone was aware of it. She always sat quickly and quietly, occasionally asking her chauffeur for a light, intent on Olivier. It was, of course, impossible to know what she was feeling and I could only guess at the pain.


Olivier was relishing his front-of-cloth scenes, attaining an astonishing skill at throw away business, like a spastic Jimmy Cagney. One Saturday run-through, about midday, he sprang his first realized version of the scene in which Archie sings the blues and crumples slowly down the side of the proscenium arch. The spring sunshine and the noise of the Sloane Square traffic poured through the open door. A dozen of us watched, astounded. Vivien turned her head towards me. She was weeping. I immediately thought of the chill inflection in Olivier’s Archie voice: ‘I wish women wouldn’t cry. I wish they wouldn’t …’





From Almost a Gentleman, by John Osborne


(Faber and Faber)
























THE ENTERTAINER






























Dedication










TO A.C.


who remembers what it was like, and will not forget it; who, I hope, will never let me forget it – not while there is still a Paradise Street and Claypit Lane to go back to



























NOTE








The music hall is dying, and, with it, a significant part of England. Some of the heart of England has gone; something that once belonged to everyone, for this was truly a folk art. In writing this play, I have not used some of the techniques of the music hall in order to exploit an effective trick, but because I believe that these can solve some of the eternal problems of time and space that face the dramatist, and, also, it has been relevant to the story and setting. Not only has this technique its own traditions, it own convention and symbol, its own mystique, it cuts right across the restrictions of the so-called naturalistic stage. Its contact its immediate, vital, and direct.
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First Performance








The first performance in Great Britain of The Entertainer was given at the Royal Court Theatre, Sloane Square, London, on 10th April 1957 by the English Stage Company. It was directed by Tony Richardson and the decor was by Alan Tagg. The cast was as follows:
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The Entertrainer








SETTING: The action takes place in a large coastal resort. The house where the Rice family live is one of those tall ugly monuments built by a prosperous business man at the beginning of the century. Only twenty-five minutes in the brougham to the front. Now, trolley buses hum past the front drive, full of workers from the small factories that have grown up round about. This is a part of the town the holiday makers never see – or, if they do, they decide to turn back to the pleasure gardens. This is what they have spent two or three hours in a train to escape. They don’t even have to pass it on their way in from the central station, for this is a town on its own, and it has its own station, quite a large one, with acres of goods sheds and shunting yards. However, the main line trains don’t stop there. It is not residential, it is hardly industrial. It is full of dirty blank spaces, high black walls, a gas holder, a tall chimney, a main road that shakes with dust and lorries. The shops are scattered at the corners of narrow streets. A newsagent’s, a general grocer’s, a fish-and-chip shop.




 





OVERTURE




 





During the Intermissions, an advertising sheet is lowered.





















1. Billy and Jean








SCENE ONE


At the back a gauze. Behind it, a part of the town. In front of it, a high rostrum with steps leading to it. Knee-high flats and a door frame will serve for a wall. The sight-lines are preserved by swagging. Different swags can be lowered for various scenes to break up the acting areas. Also, ordinary, tatty backcloth and draw-tabs. There are two doors L. and R. of the apron. The lighting is the kind you expect to see in the local Empire – everything bang-on, bright and hard, or a simple follow-spot. The scenes and interludes must, in fact, be lit as if they were simply turns on the bill. Furniture and props are as basic as they would be for a short sketch. On both sides of the proscenium is a square in which numbers – the turn numbers – appear. The problems involved are basically the same as those that confront any resident stage-manager on the twice nightly circuit every Monday morning of his working-life.


Music. The latest, the loudest, the worst. A gauzed front-cloth. On it are painted enormous naked young ladies, waving brightly coloured fans, and kicking out gaily. Written across it in large letters are the words ‘ROCK’N ROLL NEW’D LOOK’.


Behind the up-stage gauze, light picks out an old man. He walks across the stage from L. to R. As he reaches C. he pauses and looks up. There are shouts and screams. The noise of a woman trying to separate two men – her son and her lover perhaps. Cries of ‘Oh leave him alone! Don’t! Please don’t! Leave him alone.’ He walks off R. and reappears beside the swagging, walking in C. There is a crash and the sounds of blows. He pauses again, then goes on. The woman screams, loudly this time. He pauses again, turns back, and shouts down over the banister rail ‘Do you mind being quiet down there, please.’ He pauses, but there is no response. ‘Will you kindly stop making all that noise!’ He manages to sound dignified, but he has a powerful voice and the noise stops for a moment. He nods and starts moving. A voice shouts ‘Why don’t you shut your great big old gob, you poor, bloody old fool!’ A woman’s sob stabs the end of the sentence and the old man hesitates, turns back and calls over the stairs ‘Are you all right, Mrs. —?’ A man’s voice is heard, urgent and heated. A door bangs, and the noise is muffled. The sobbing is still audible but the situation seems to be more controlled. The old man returns C. and enters through the door-frame.


BILLY RICE is a spruce man in his seventies. He has great physical pride, the result of a life-time of being admired as a ‘fine figure of a man’. He is slim, upright, athletic. He glows with scrubbed well-being. His hair is just grey, thick and silky from its vigorous daily brush. His clothes are probably twenty-five years old – including his pointed patent leather shoes – but well-pressed and smart. His watch chain gleams, his collar is fixed with a tie-pin beneath the tightly knotted black tie, his brown homburg is worn at a very slight angle. When he speaks it is with a dignified Edwardian diction – a kind of repudiation of both Oxford and cockney that still rhymes ‘cross’ with ‘force’, and yet manages to avoid being exactly upper-class or effete. Indeed, it is not an accent of class but of period. One does not hear it often now.


Take up front gauze.


He walks down C., laying down a folded newspaper, two quart bottles of beer, and a telegram, which he glances at quickly. He crosses to the fore-stage door R., and goes through it singing sonorously but cheerfully:


‘Rock of Ages cleft for me


Let me hide myself in thee!’


He reappears in his shirt sleeves pulling on a heavy woollen cardigan over his waistcoat. Still singing, he sits down, pours himself out a glass of beer, and starts to unlace his shoes. He puts these in a box with tissue paper up-stage C. The noise starts up again from downstairs. He drinks from his glass of beer, takes out a nail file and stands cleaning his nails expertly. This is like flicking off the old, imaginary speck of dust. There is a yell from downstairs. BILLY speaks, gravely, with forethought.




BILLY:   Bloody Poles and Irish!


(He sits down and puts on his carpet slippers. Front door slams, he takes spectacles from his case and puts them on.)


I hate the bastards.


(He unfolds his newspaper, the doorbell is still ringing. He looks irritated, but he has his feet up and is too comfortable to move. He sings cheerfully, as if to drown the noise of the doorbell.)


Nearer my God to Thee


Nearer to Thee!


(He listens and then goes on.)


Even though it be a cross


That raiseth me


(He picks up the newspaper and peers at it gravely.)


Still all my song would be


Nearer my God to Thee,


Nearer to Thee!


(He puts down his paper.)


(Standing.) Why don’t they answer the bloody door!


(He leans his arms on the chair, wondering whether he will have to go after all.)


Ought to be locked up, some of these people.


(It looks as though he won’t have to go after all, and he settles back cheerfully.)


Dirty, filthy lot. (Picks up paper. Pushes paper down suddenly.)


My God, there’s a draught!


(Gets up and goes to door and looks out.)


I’ll bet they’ve left the front door open. Born in fields, they are.


(Takes a rug and arranges it against the door.)


Probably were born in fields. Animals. (Back to chair and sits down.) Like animals. Wild animals.


(He settles down. Across from up L. comes a young girl. BILLY pours himself out some more beer. The girl knocks on the door. He listens.)


Who is it?


(The girl knocks again.)


Who is it? Can’t get any peace in this damned house.


GIRL:   Is that you, Grandad?


BILLY:   What?


GIRL:   It’s Jean.


BILLY:   (Rising) Who is it?


JEAN:   It’s me – Jean.


BILLY:   (Goes to door and stands behind it) Can’t even read the paper in peace. Who?


JEAN:   It’s your granddaughter.


(JEAN tries to push the door open but the rug prevents it.)


BILLY: Just a minute! Just a minute! Hold your horses! (He bends down.)


JEAN:   Sorry.


BILLY:   Hold your horses!


(He releases the rug and opens the door, revealing JEAN RICE. She is about twenty-two, dark, with slightly protruding teeth and bad eyesight. She is what most people would call plain, but already humour and tenderness have begun to stake their small claims around her nose and eyes. Her mouth is large, generous.)


JEAN:   Hello, Grandad.


BILLY:   I wondered who the hell it was.


JEAN:   I’m sorry.


BILLY:   I thought it was some of that mad lot carrying on. Well, come in if you’re coming, it’s draughty standing about in the doorway. I’ve only just sat down.


JEAN:   (Coming in) Did I disturb you, I am sorry.


BILLY:   I’d just sat down to read the evening paper. It’s a bloody farm-yard this place.


JEAN:   Well, how are you?


BILLY:   Bloody farm-yard. They want locking up. And you know what now, don’t you? You know who she’s got upstairs, in Mick’s old room, don’t you? Some black fellow. It’s true. I tell you, you’ve come to a mad-house this time.


JEAN:   You’re looking very well. How do you feel?


BILLY:   I’m all right. You expect a few aches and pains when you get to my age. Phoebe’s at the pictures. I think. She didn’t tell me you were coming.


JEAN:   I didn’t tell her.


BILLY:   No, well she didn’t say anything. So I wasn’t expecting a knock on the door.


JEAN:   I only decided to come up this morning.


BILLY:   I’d only just sat down to read the evening paper.


JEAN:   I’m sorry. I disturbed you.


(She has picked up her cue neatly. The fact that his evening has been disturbed is established. His air of distracted irritation relaxes and he smiles a little. He is pleased to see her anyway.)


BILLY:   Well, give your Grandad a kiss, come on.


(She does so.)


JEAN:   It’s good to see you.


BILLY:   Well, it’s nice to see you, my darling. Bit of a surprise. Go on, take your things off.


(Jean undoes her coat, and throws a packet of cigarettes on the table.)


JEAN:   Got you those.


BILLY:   Phoebe won’t be long. What she went out for, I don’t know.


JEAN:   Gone to the pictures has she?


BILLY:   She’s mad. Oh, that’s very kind of you. Very kind. Thank you. Yes, she said she was going early. I don’t know why she can’t stay in.


JEAN:   Well, you know – she’s always been like that. She enjoys it.


BILLY:   Well, she’ll have to learn. She’s not a youngster any more. When she gets to my age, she won’t want to do it.


(He unwraps the cigarettes and takes out an ivory holder from his waistcoat.)


Oh, this is nice of you. Thank you. Still, if she stays in she only gets irritable. And I can’t stand rows. Not any more. (He stares in front of him.) No use arguing with Phoebe anyway. Would you like some beer?


(She shakes her head.)


She just won’t listen to me. Are you sure you won’t? There’s a damn great crate out in the kitchen, Frank brought it in this morning.


JEAN:   No thanks, Grandad.


BILLY:   No, when she gets in that mood, I just go out.


JEAN:   Where do you go?


BILLY:   I go for a walk. Or I go to the Club. You haven’t been to the Club. Oh, I must take you then. It’s very quiet, mind you. Except at week-ends. You get some of the wives then. But they’re mostly oldtimers like me.


JEAN:   Sounds fun.


BILLY:   Well, it’s somewhere to go when you’re fed up with the place. Don’t suppose it would appeal much to youngsters like yourself. I expect you go in more for these jazz places.


JEAN:   I’d like to go. You must take me.


BILLY:   Would you really? Would you? All right. But, I warn you, there’s none of your boogie-woogie. How long are you here for?


JEAN:   Just the week-end.


BILLY:   We’ll go tomorrow night. It’s a good night, Sunday. I sing them some of the old songs, sometimes, when I feel like it. Haven’t done it lately, not for a long time. Don’t seem to feel like it.


JEAN:   Where’s Dad?


BILLY:   He’s at the theatre. He’s playing here – at the Grand this week, you know.


JEAN:   Oh, yes, of course.


BILLY:   I don’t seem to feel like it these days. You get a bit depressed sometimes sitting here. Oh, then there’s the Cambridge down the road. I go there, of course. But there’s not the old crowd there, you know. What about the news, eh? That’s depressing. What d’you make of all this business out in the Middle East? People seem to be able to do what they like to us. Just what they like. I don’t understand it. I really don’t. Archie goes to that damned place down by the clock tower.


JEAN:   The Rockliffe.


BILLY:   Yes, the Rockliffe. Every tart and pansy boy in the district are in that place at a week-end. Archie tried to get me there the other day. No thank you. It’s just a meat-market.


JEAN:   How is Dad?


BILLY:   He’s a fool.


JEAN:   Oh?


BILLY:   Putting money into a road-show.


JEAN:   I didn’t know.


BILLY:   Oh, it’s another of his cock-eyed ideas. He won’t listen to me. He spends half his time in that Rockliffe.


JEAN:   I see. What show is it this time?


BILLY:   Oh, I don’t remember what it’s called.


JEAN:   Have you seen it?


BILLY:   No, I haven’t seen it. I wouldn’t. These nudes. They’re killing the business. Anyway, I keep telling him – it’s dead already. Has been for years. It was all over, finished, dead when I got out of it. I saw it coming. I saw it coming, and I got out. They don’t want real people any more.


JEAN:   No, I suppose they don’t.


BILLY:   They don’t want human-beings. Not any more. Wish he wouldn’t get stuck in that Rockliffe. Gets half his posing girls in there if you ask me. (Warming up.) Well, why should a family man take his wife and kids to see a lot of third-class sluts standing about in the nude? It’s not even as if they got the figures nowadays. They’re all skin and bone.


JEAN:   (Smiles) like me.


BILLY:   Well, you don’t stand around with nothing on for everyone to gawp at and God bless you for it. But you never see a woman with a really good figure now. I could tell you something about beautiful women now, I could. And it wasn’t all make-up either. They were ladies. Ladies, and you took off your hat before you dared speak to them. Now! why, half the time you can’t tell the women from the men. Not from the back. And even at the front you have to take a good look, sometimes.


JEAN:   Like the Government and the Opposition.


BILLY:   What’s that? Like the Government and the Opposition. Don’t talk to me about the Government. Or that other lot. Grubby lot of rogues. Want locking up. No, old Archie’s a fool. He won’t even listen to you. That’s why I put up with old Phoebe. She’s had to cope I can tell you. But I don’t have to tell you. He’s going to come a cropper I’m afraid. And pretty soon too. He’s bitten off more than he can chew.


JEAN:   With this new show you mean. Has he really put money into it?


BILLY:   Put money into it! Don’t make me laugh! He hasn’t got two halfpennies for a penny. It’s all credit. Credit, if you please! How he gets it beats me, after that last business. Still, he could always talk, your Dad. And that’s about all. Do you know, I spent thousands of pounds on his education. Went to the same school as me. And his brother. Thousands of pounds. He wasn’t one of these scholarship people, like you. And where’s it got ’em? (He takes a drink.) That Rockliffe. They should close the place. Someone should write to the Council about it. I’m surprised nobody hasn’t. There’s a lot of gentry here, you know – Besides the riff-raff round here. Retired people. They don’t want that kind of thing going on. Are you all right? You look as though you’ve been keeping late nights or something. What have you been doing with yourself? Lots of these parties, eh?


JEAN:   No, not really.


BILLY:   Well, you’ve got to have a good time while you’re young. You won’t get it later on. I’ll bet he won’t be in till all hours tonight.


JEAN:   Dad?


BILLY:   I’m very pleased to see you, Jean. Are you all right? They’re treating you right?


JEAN:   Oh, yes.


BILLY:   They’re doing right by you, I hope. You’re not in any trouble, are you?


JEAN:   No, Grandad. I’m not in any trouble.


BILLY:   I just wondered why you came up to see us like this suddenly.


JEAN:   Oh, it’s just –


BILLY:   I’m not asking you to tell me. You do as you like, my darling. I ’spect you’re hungry are you?


JEAN:   I ate on the train.


BILLY:   You shouldn’t have done that. It’s extravagant, and all they give you is a lot of rubbish. You’re not extravagant, are you?


JEAN:   I don’t think so.


BILLY:   No, I didn’t think so. You’re a good girl, Jean. You’ll get somewhere. I know you’ll get somewhere. You’re not like the lot in this house. You’ll do something for yourself. You take after your old grandfather.


(She smiles at him affectionately.)


Don’t you? Jean, if ever you’re in any kind of trouble, you will come to me now won’t you?


JEAN:   I will.


BILLY:   I mean it. Now look – there’s just the two of us here. Promise me you’ll come and tell me.


JEAN:   Of course I will, but there’s nothing –


BILLY:   I’m not fooling about, I’m serious. Phoebe will be back any minute, and I don’t want her to know. I want you to promise me.


JEAN:   I promise you. If there is anything –


BILLY:   If it’s money, mind –


JEAN:   Well I tell you I’ve just –


BILLY:   I’ve got a few pounds in the Post Office. Not much, mind you, but I’ve got a few pounds. Nobody knows, so not to say a word, mind.


JEAN:   No.


BILLY:   Not even the pension people. I don’t tell them my business. But, as I say –


JEAN:   Grandad, I promise. If I want anything –


BILLY:   Probably don’t give you much in that job, do they? You tell ’em what you’re worth, they’re robbers.


JEAN:   They pay pretty well.


BILLY:   How much was your fare up here? (He is getting slightly carried away.)


JEAN:   No, Grandad, please – I don’t want it.


BILLY:   Hold your bloody noise. If I want to give it to you, you shall have it. Here just a minute –


JEAN:   Please –


BILLY:   What’s the matter? Isn’t it good enough for you?


JEAN:   It isn’t that –


BILLY:   Well then. Do as you’re told and take it. I wouldn’t have dared argue with my grandfather. Even at your age. (Counting out his money.) Um. Well, I don’t seem to have enough just now. How much is it?


JEAN:   I don’t remember.


BILLY:   Of course you remember. Look, there’s half a quid. You take that towards it for now, and on Monday I’ll go to the Post Office and get it out for you.


JEAN:   Darling, you’ll need that for the week-end. There’s cigarettes and papers, and you’re taking me to the Club, remember?


BILLY:   Oh. Yes. I’d forgotten that. Well, we’ll call it a loan, mind?


JEAN:   A loan?


BILLY:   Yes, a loan. You know what a loan is.


JEAN:   Oh, all right.


BILLY:   You mustn’t go short. We all need looking after. And you’ve got to look after your own kind. No use leaving it to the Government for them to hand out to a lot of bleeders who haven’t got the gumption to do anything for themselves. I want to look after you, Jean. I do, I do really. You’re a good girl and I know you’ll do something with your life, you’ll be somebody. You won’t waste it away and be silly.


JEAN:   Bless you.


BILLY:   Don’t waste it. Do something good with it. Don’t waste it. Sit down, for God’s sake. You look as if you’re going to put on your hat and coat and go. Sit down and talk to your Grandad. I don’t get much chance to talk to anyone. They think you’re a bit soft. Just because you can remember things when they were a bit different. Go on, have a glass.


JEAN:   Thank you.


BILLY:   Like that barmaid in the Cambridge. I don’t go there so much. I’ve seen her laughing up her sleeve. She thinks I haven’t seen her, but I am not soft. She’s a common bit of goods, too. Great bosoms sticking out here. As if you want to see that, when you lean over for your drink. Enough to put you off your beer. And she gives short measure. You’ve got to watch them. They think they can have it over you.


JEAN:   What time does the second house finish?


BILLY:   I don’t know. About eleven I suppose. You’ll wait up all night if you wait for him. They wouldn’t have employed someone like that in the old days. Like a common prostitute.


JEAN:   Perhaps I should go and meet him.


BILLY:   Do as you like, my girl. But I shouldn’t. They’ve got a television in that bar now. A television. Now who do you think would want a television in a pub? Blaring away, you can’t hear yourself think. D’you know? Do you know I asked them to turn it down, the other night. That cow with the bosom. Well, you’d expect her to be insolent. But then I asked the Gov’nor – Charlie Rowse. He’s a pal of mine. I’ve known him for years. And do you know – he wouldn’t hear of it! I don’t know what’s happening to everyone. I don’t. Do you know?


JEAN:   (She isn’t listening) No, Grandad I don’t.


BILLY:   It makes you sad – sometimes. Old Charlie Rowse of all people. I haven’t been able to go in there since, somehow. I got these in the off-licence over the way. (He looks at her shrewdly.) I suppose you’ve no right to expect people to listen to you. Just because you’ve had your life. It’s all over for you. Why should anyone listen to you? (Pause.) Have you been drinking?


JEAN:   Yes.


BILLY:   I always know when a woman’s been drinking.


JEAN:   I’m sorry.


BILLY:   That’s all right, my girl. I dare say you know what you’re doing. I should put your feet up, and close your eyes. You’ll feel better in a minute.


JEAN:   I had four gins. Four large gins. I’ll be all right. What’s the business like?


BILLY:   At the theatre? I don’t know. I don’t ask. But I’ll bet there’s more in the saloon bar of the Cambridge than he’s got in there. I know how you feel, girl. You just relax.


JEAN:   I like listening to you. I always have.


BILLY:   Yes, you always used to like coming to see me, didn’t you? You used to enjoy yourself with me when you were a little girl. You were a pretty little thing. With your dark curls and your little dresses. (Quickly.) Not that looks are everything. Not even for a woman. Don’t you believe it. You don’t look at the mantelpiece when you poke the fire.


(She sits down and leans back.)


No, I’ll say this for Archie – he always saw that you looked nicely turned out. You looked a little picture always. Spent too much I daresay. He was a smart little boy himself. Used to dress them in sailor suits then. He was a pretty little boy. Funny how they all turn out. (Pause, then softly, sincerely.) I feel sorry for you people. You don’t know what it’s really like. You haven’t lived, most of you. You’ve never known what it was like, you’re all miserable really. You don’t know what life can be like.


(The light fades, a tatty backcloth descends.)



























2. Archie Rice—"Don't Take Him Seriously!"








SCENE TWO


Front cloth. Darkened stage. Spotlight hits the prompt corner. Music strikes up. ARCHIE RICE makes his entrance.




ARCHIE:   Good evening, ladies and gentlemen – Archie Rice is the name. Archie Rice. Mrs Rice’s favourite boy. We’re going to entertain you for the next two and a half hours and you’ve really had it now. All the exit doors locked. Talking about being locked in, some of these people ought to be locked up. Locked up. They did, honest. I’ll give you a case in point. A case in point. My wife – my wife. Old Charlie knows her, don’t you, Charlie? Old Charlie knows her. A real road-mender’s job she is – isn’t she, Charlie? It’s all right. I’ve taken his drill away from him now. I have. Haven’t I, Charlie. He’s the only boy soprano in the Musicians’ Union. I know what you’re waiting for. I know what you’re waiting for and who isn’t? Just keep your peckers up – they’ll be on in a minute. You’ve got to put up with me first. And now – now, to open the show. I’m going to sing a little song I wrote myself. I hope you like it.






‘Why should I care?


Why should I let it touch me!


Why shouldn’t I, sit down and try


To let it pass over me?


Why should they stare,


Why should I let it get me?


What’s the use of despair,


If they call you a square?


You’re long time dead –


Like my pal Fred,


So why, oh why should I bother to care?’











(He goes into his dance routine.)






‘Why should I care?


Why should I let it touch me!


Why shouldn’t I, sit down and try


To let it pass over me?


Why should they stare,


Why should I let it get me?


What’s the use of despair,


If they call you a square?


If they see that you’re blue, they’ll – look down on you


So why should I bother to care? (Thank God I’m normal!)


So why should I bother to care?’











(Exit.)
























3. Billy, Jean and Phoebe








SCENE THREE


The music fades. The backcloth goes up, revealing BILLY, JEAN and PHOEBE. PHOEBE is about sixty, with fair hair that was attractive once, and still has a great deal of care spent on it. Her face is made up, though not very skilfully. She is never still, she never listens – like most of the people in this house. Or, if she is obliged to sit and listen to anyone, she usually becomes abstracted and depressed, sitting on the edge of her chair, twisting her fingers round her hair. Just now, she is flushed, like a child, prepared to be excited.




PHOEBE:   Oh, he will be so glad to see you. (To BILLY.) Won’t he? But why didn’t you let us know? I’d have got you something prepared. Are you sure you won’t have something? I’ve got a bit of York ham in – I bought it this morning. Wouldn’t you like a bit of that?


JEAN:   No thank you, dear. I told you I just came up on the spur of the moment.


PHOEBE:   That’s right, you did. But you said something in your letter about going away for the week-end. Did something go wrong?


JEAN:   I changed my mind.


PHOEBE:   Oh, well it’s lovely to see you. Isn’t it, Dad? He’s pleased. He doesn’t have anyone much to talk to. Do you? I say you don’t have much chance for talk. He’s on his own here half the time. It’s not my fault. He won’t come to the pictures with me. But you’ve got to go somewhere, as I say to him. You get bored stiff just sitting indoors. He likes to listen to a play on the wireless sometimes. You like a nice play. But I can’t sit for long, I’d rather have a spot of pictures.


BILLY:   I’m all right.


PHOEBE:   Well, I suppose that’s sitting down too, but it’s not the same somehow, is it? Let’s open this, shall we? (She indicates bottle on the table.) You shouldn’t have bought gin. She’s naughty, isn’t she?


BILLY:   She ought to have more sense – spending her money.


PHOEBE:   Never mind, she’s big hearted, that’s the main thing. Hand me a couple of glasses. You’re going to have one with me, aren’t you? I don’t want one on my own.


JEAN:   All right – just a small one.


PHOEBE:   Oh, sorry, Dad – do you want one?


BILLY:   No thank you.


PHOEBE:   Well, this is nice. What a shame – I’d have been in earlier but I stayed and saw a bit of the big picture round again.


BILLY:   I know better than to overdo it.


PHOEBE:   The picture? Oh, wasn’t up to much. But there was that nice fellow in it, what’s his name? Oh, he sings sometimes, got very deep set eyes, dark. You’d know who I mean.


JEAN:   Is he American or British?


PHOEBE:   Oh, I don’t know. American I should think.


JEAN:   What was the picture called?


PHOEBE:   (Laughs) Blimey, you should know better than to ask me that! You know what a rotten memory I’ve got. Well, cheerio! (She drinks.) Oooh, that’s a nice drop of gin – some of the muck they give you nowadays – tastes like cheap scent. You should hear him going on about the beer. No, they’ve a lot of rubbish on at the pictures these days. I haven’t seen a decent picture for ages. It seems to be all bands or singing. Either that or Westerns. He doesn’t mind them so much. But I can’t stand all that shooting. It gives me a headache. But I’m dreadful – if there’s nothing else on, I still go just the same, don’t I? Even if it is just to the bug house round the corner. I get myself six penn’orth of sweets and have a couple of hours whatever’s on. I hear they’re closing that place down, by the way. Everything’s doing badly. That’s what I tell Archie. ’Course he gets worried because the business is bad. Still, that’s how it is; people haven’t got the money, have they? I’m at Woolworth’s now, did I tell you? I’m on the electrical counter. It’s not bad. Girls are a bit common, that’s all. Oh, it is nice to see you. Archie will be so pleased. She looks a bit peaky. Round the face, don’t you think? Don’t you think she looks a bit peaky?


BILLY:   She looks all right.


PHOEBE:   I don’t suppose she’s eating properly. You know what these young girls are. They worry about their figures. So, you didn’t go away for the week-end after all?


JEAN:   No.


PHOEBE:   Graham’s all right, is he?


JEAN:   Yes, he’s all right.


PHOEBE:   There’s nothing wrong there, is there?


BILLY:   Why don’t you mind your bloody business? She’ll tell you if she wants to.


PHOEBE:   All right, I know. She doesn’t mind telling me if there’s anything, do you?


JEAN: We had a slight disagreement. Nothing more, that’s all.


PHOEBE:   After all, she may not be my own, but I did help to bring her up a little, didn’t I? After all, she’s Archie’s daughter. Be a bit strange if I wasn’t interested whether she was happy or not. Oh, well, dear, don’t take any notice. You’ll soon make it up. Men are funny. You don’t want to take any notice of them.


JEAN:   (Smiling) Wish I didn’t.


PHOEBE:   That’s right. Have another drink. You’ll soon feel better. What did you have a row about? Something silly I’ll bet. You haven’t broken off your engagement?


JEAN:   I don’t know. Probably.


PHOEBE:   Oh dear, I’m sorry.


JEAN:   I went to the Rally in Trafalgar Square last Sunday.


BILLY:   You did what?


JEAN:   I went to the Rally in Trafalgar Square.


BILLY:   What for, for God’s sake?


JEAN:   Because, Grandad, somehow – with a whole lot of other people, strange as it may seem – I managed to get myself steamed up about the way things were going.


BILLY:   And you went to Trafalgar Square?


JEAN:   Well she said so didn’t she?


BILLY:   Well I should think you want your bloody head read!


JEAN:   That was more or less Graham’s feeling about it. Only he happens to be about fifty years younger than you, and he put it a bit differently. It all really started over something I wanted to do, and then it all came out, lots of things. All kinds of bitterness – things I didn’t even know existed.


BILLY:   I didn’t know you were interested in politics.


JEAN:   Neither did I. I’ve always found the whole thing rather boring.


BILLY:   Good God! I’ve heard some things in my time. This is what comes of giving them the bloody vote. They start breaking their engagements, just because they believe every shiftless lay-about writing for the papers.


PHOEBE:   Oh, shut up, just for a minute, Dad. You had a row because of something you wanted to do?


JEAN:   Well, it’s – oh, it’s a complicated story. I think I wrote and told you I was teaching Art to a bunch of Youth Club kids.


PHOEBE:   Oh, yes. That was ages ago.


JEAN:   Nearly a year. I knew someone who had been doing it – a young man Graham knew. He said it was too much for him, and he couldn’t stick it any longer. ‘They’re little bastards the lot of them,’ he said. ‘If anyone believes you can teach those monsters to create anything, they’re crazy. They’re a lot of little bastards.’ That’s what he said. But – something, something, made me want to have a go at it. There wasn’t any money in it. Just a few shillings for a few nights a week. But it was something I knew a little about – thought I knew about. I’d never been good enough to paint myself, but I thought this was something I really could do. Even if it was just battling a gang of moronic teenagers. The Club leader thought I was mad, and so did Graham.


PHOEBE:   I can’t say I blame him really. It doesn’t sound a very nice job at all. Not for a young girl like you, Jean. They sound like a real tough crowd to me.


JEAN:   They were. Too tough for either of the young men who had taken them on before.


PHOEBE:   Well if they don’t want to learn, why do they go for heaven’s sake?


JEAN:   It was an obligatory class, if they attended one of my classes a week, they could take part in the Club’s other activities – the dances and so on. I fought those kids back – and some of them were eight feet tall. Most of the time I’ve loathed it, and I loathed them. I pretended to myself that I didn’t, but I did. I hated them, but I think I was getting somewhere. And now Graham wants me to marry him. Now, before he’s qualified but I wouldn’t. He doesn’t want me to try something for myself. He doesn’t want me to threaten him or his world, he doesn’t want me to succeed. I refused him. Then it all came out – Trafalgar Square and everything. You know, I hadn’t realized – it just hadn’t occurred to me that you could love somebody, that you could want them, and want them twenty-four hours of the day and then suddenly find that you’re neither of you even living in the same world. I don’t understand that. I just don’t understand it. I wish I could understand it. It’s frightening. Sorry, Phoebe, I shouldn’t be drinking your gin. I bought this for you.


BILLY:   Well we only need a few pigeons for it to be like Trafalgar Square in here. I’ve never known such a draughty bloody place. Everybody leaves the windows and doors open. I don’t believe that’s healthy. I tell you, you come in one door and you get blown out the other.


JEAN:   How’s young Mick – have you heard from him?


PHOEBE:   Oh, yes. Of course. He’s out there – you knew that, didn’t you?


JEAN:   Yes. I knew.


PHOEBE:   Archie worries about him. He doesn’t say so, but I know he does. It’s funny really because they never seemed to hit it off so well, in lots of ways. Not like you and him, or Frank. He’s a very sensible boy, young Mick. He’s very straight. I’ve lost some sleep this week, I can tell you.


BILLY:   He’s a fine boy. When they called him, he went. No arguments, nothing. He just went.


JEAN:   (Suddenly) And when they called Frank, he refused, and he went to jail for it – for six months. Young Frank full of doubts about himself, and everybody, with a cold in his head half the year, and a weak chest. Lucky to pass C3. Poor Frank. (To PHOEBE.) He’s not very strong, you always said. You went without to buy him little luxuries to eat, why you wouldn’t let him even clean his own shoes. No, you’d do it for him. But he went and said no, and, what’s more, he went to jail for it. Oh, he gave in eventually, but he said no for six months of his poor protected life – he said no! I think that’s something. You don’t have to measure up young Mick against Frank, Grandad. Now, don’t look hurt. I’m not getting at you. I love you very much – both of you, but I probably shouldn’t have started drinking gin on the train.


(Pause.)


PHOEBE:   Well, we’ll shut up about it now.


BILLY:   I just said that Mick was a good boy.


JEAN:   He is. He’s a very good boy. He’s a gallant young nineteen year old who’s fighting for us all, who never somehow learnt to say no, who never wanted to, and I hope to God he comes back safely.


PHOEBE:   Oh dear, Jean, you think he’ll be all right, don’t you? I don’t know why they send these boys out to do the fighting. They’re just kids, that’s all. That’s all he is, a kid.


BILLY:   You can’t turn against your own people, Jean. You can’t do it.


JEAN:   Where is Frank? My own people – who are my people?


PHOEBE:   He plays the piano in one of these late-night drinking places. He doesn’t seem to know what to do with himself. Since he came out of that place. That damned prison. I’ll never forget it. Making him go to prison. I’ll never forget it. I can’t get over it – ever.


JEAN:   Well, it’s all over now. Have some more of that gin. I bought it for you.


PHOEBE:   I won’t. And making him do that job. A boy like him shouldn’t be doing it. Hospital porter. D’you know they made him stoke the boilers?


JEAN:   Yes. He’d have been better off in the Army – sticking a bayonet into some wog.


PHOEBE:   He doesn’t say a word to me about it. I wish he hadn’t done it all the same. I wonder whether Mick isn’t better off after all. I mean – they do look after them, don’t they?


JEAN:   Oh, yes they look after them all right.


BILLY:   Look after them better now than they did, when I was in it. I haven’t read the evening paper yet. The Dardanelles – I went through that without a scratch. Not a scratch on me.


JEAN:   They’re all looking after us. We’re all right, all of us. Nothing to worry about. We’re all right. God save the Queen!


(Blackout. Draw tabs.)
























4. Archie Rice—"In Trouble Again"








SCENE FOUR


Spotlight on ARCHIE at microphone.




ARCHIE:   I’ve played in front of them all! ‘The Queen’, ‘The Duke of Edinburgh’, ‘The Prince of Wales’, and the – what’s the name of that other pub? Blimey, that went better first house. (Pause.) I’ve taken my glasses off. I don’t want to see you suffering. What about these crooners, eh? What about these crooners? I don’t know what we’re coming to. I don’t, honest. Look at the stuff they sing. Look at the songs they sing! ‘The Dark Town Strutters’ Ball’ – it’s a lot of rubbish, isn’t it? I’ll bet you thought I was a rotten act before I come on, didn’t you? What about these girls? (Indicates up stage.) What about them? Smashin’. I bet you think I have a marvellous time up here with all these posing girls, don’t you? You think I have a smashin’ time don’t you? (Pause.) You’re dead right! You wouldn’t think I was sexy to look at me, would you! No, lady. To look at me you wouldn’t think I was sexy, would you! (Pause.) You ask him! (Points to conductor’s stand.) Ask him! (Staring out at audience.) You think I’m like that, don’t you? You think I am! Well, I’m not. But he is! (Points to conductor’s stand again.) I’d rather have a glass of beer any day! And now I’m going to sing you a little song, a little song, a little song written by the wife’s sister, a little song entitled ‘The Old Church bell won’t ring tonight, as the Verger’s dropped a clanger!’ Thank you, Charlie.






‘We’re all out for good old number one,


Number one’s the only one for me!


Good old England, you’re my cup of tea,


But I don’t want no drab equality.


Don’t let your feelings roam,


But remember that charity begins at home.


For Britons shall be free!


The National Health won’t bring you wealth


Those wigs and blooming spectacles are bought by you and me.


The Army, the Navy and the Air Force,


Are all we need to make the blighters see


It still belongs to you, the old red, white and blue











(Drop Union Jack.)






Those bits of red still on the map


We won’t give up without a scrap.


What we’ve got left back


We’ll keep – and blow you, Jack!
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