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Author’s Note





Stuff Happens is a history play, which happens to centre on very recent history. The events within it have been authenticated from multiple sources, both private and public. What happened happened. Nothing in the narrative is knowingly untrue. Scenes of direct address quote people verbatim. When the doors close on the world’s leaders and on their entourages, then I have used my imagination. This is surely a play, not a documentary, and driven, I hope, by its themes as much as by its characters and story.





I must thank all those people – some at the heart of these events, others to the side – who generously gave so much of their time and their knowledge to help my understanding. I owe much to Dr Christopher Turner, visiting scholar at Columbia University, who assisted me throughout. No bland formulation of thanks can do justice to the depth and detail of his research.


DH

























First Presentation





Stuff Happens was first presented in the Olivier auditorium of the National Theatre on 1 September 2004, with the following cast:
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Tony Blair Nicholas Farrell


Jack Straw Iain Mitchell


David Manning Angus Wright


Jonathan Powell Nick Sampson


Alastair Campbell Don Gallagher


Richard Dearlove Robert East


Philip Bassett Raad Rawi





Trevor McDonald Larrington Walker


Alan Simpson Ian Gelder


Jeremy Greenstock Alan Leith


Geoff Hoon Iain Mitchell


Robin Cook Don Gallagher





Jacques Chirac Ewan Hooper


Dominique de Villepin Nick Sampson


Maurice Gourdault-Montagne Philip Quast


Jean-David Levitte Tim Donoghue


Gérard Errera Raad Rawi





Saddam Hussein Raad Rawi


General Hassan Muhammad Amin Larrington Walker





Hans Blix Ewan Hooper


Kofi Annan Larrington Walker


Igor Ivanov Don Gallagher


Sergei Lavrov Kevork Malikyan


Mohamed ElBaradei Kevork Malikyan


Ricardo Lagos Raad Rawi


Yo-Yo Ma Iain Mitchell





Viewpoints


Angus Wright


Isla Blair


Raeda Ghazaleh


Iain Mitchell


Raad Rawi





Other parts played by members of the Company





Director Nicholas Hytner


Designer Christopher Oram


Lighting Designer Paul Anderson


Sound Designer Paul Groothuis


Associate Director Matt Wilde























Stuff Happens was revived in New York in a revised version in the Newman auditorium of the Public Theatre on 28 March 2006, with the following cast:





George W. Bush Jay O. Sanders


Laura Bush Brenda Wehle


Dick Cheney Zach Grenier


Colin Powell Peter Francis James


Condoleezza Rice Gloria Reuben


Donald Rumsfeld Jeffrey De Munn


George Tenet Glenn Fleshler


Paul Wolfowitz David Pittu


Michael Gerson Ken Marks





Tony Blair Byron Jennings


Jack Straw George Bartenieff


David Manning Ken Marks


Jonathan Powell Armand Schultz


Alastair Campbell Thomas Schall


Richard Dearlove David Pittu


Jeremy Greenstock Thomas Schall


Robin Cook Armand Schultz,


Angry Journalist Robert Sella





Dominique de Villepin Robert Sella





Palestinian Academic Lameece Issaq


Iraqi Exile Waleed F. Zuaiter





Hans Blix George Bartenieff





Other parts played by members of the Company








Director Daniel Sullivan


Scene Designer Riccardo Hernandez


Costume Designer Jess Goldstein


Lighting Designer Pat Collins
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STUFF HAPPENS







All of us have heard this term ‘preventive war’ since the earliest days of Hitler. In this day and time … I don’t believe there is such a thing; and frankly I wouldn’t even listen to anyone seriously that came in and talked about such a thing.


Dwight Eisenhower


It is useless to attempt to reason a man out of a thing he was never reasoned into.


Jonathan Swift






























Act One



























ONE








As the audience arrive, the cast are already assembling onstage.


Then the lights change and one of the Actors speaks.




An Actor   The Inevitable is what will seem to happen to you purely by chance.


The Real is what will strike you as really absurd.


Unless you are certain you are dreaming, it is certainly a dream of your own.


Unless you exclaim – ‘There must be some mistake’ – you must be mistaken.
























TWO








Another Actor steps forward.




An Actor   Stuff. Happens. The response of Donald Rumsfeld, the American Secretary of Defense, when asked to comment on the widespread looting and pillage that followed the American conquest of Baghdad – Friday, April 11th 2003:


Journalist   What’s your response, sir? Mr Secretary, how do you respond to the news of looting and pillage in Baghdad?


Rumsfeld   I’ve seen the pictures. I’ve seen those pictures. I could take pictures in any city in America. Think what’s happened in our cities when we’ve had riots, and problems, and looting. Stuff happens! But in terms of what’s going on in that country, it is a fundamental misunderstanding to see those images over and over and over again of some boy walking out with a vase and say, ‘Oh, my goodness, you didn’t have a plan.’ That’s nonsense. They know what they’re doing, and they’re doing a terrific job. And it’s untidy, and freedom’s untidy, and free people are free to make mistakes and commit crimes and do bad things. They’re also free to live their lives and do wonderful things, and that’s what’s going to happen here.
























THREE








Another Actor steps forward.




An Actor   So where to begin? To take the story back – April 25th 1975, the unforgettable event: the fall of Saigon. For the first time there are limits to American power.


Colin Powell steps forward.


Powell   In Vietnam I learned a certain attitude, a certain distrust …


An Actor   Major Colin Powell is pulled out of Vietnam six years earlier. By his own description, a serving soldier, schooled in obedience …


Powell   The army is the most democratic institution in America.


An Actor   November 1968: Powell is in a helicopter which falls to the ground, in his words, ‘like an elevator with a snapped cable’.


Powell   After Vietnam, many in my generation vowed that when our turn came to call the shots, we would not quietly acquiesce in half-hearted warfare for half-baked reasons. Politicians start wars; soldiers fight and die in them.


 An Actor   He is awarded the Legion of Merit and evolves what becomes known as the Powell doctrine:


Powell   War should be the politics of last resort.


Donald Rumsfeld, peppy, in trifocals, steps forward.


An Actor   Also in the seventies, Donald Rumsfeld, one-time champion wrestler, Princeton University, is an assistant to Richard Nixon.


Rumsfeld   I’d always worried about politicians who spent most of their time getting ready to be something as opposed to doing something. And I questioned whether that was a great way to live a life, getting ready as opposed to doing.


An Actor   One friend says of Rumsfeld:


Rumsfeld’s First Friend   When you play squash with him, you are lucky not to have your head taken off with his racquet. The court is a finite place. If you are between him and the wall, Rumsfeld always fires away.


An Actor   A second friend says:


Rumsfeld’s Second Friend   In locker-room terms, Don is a towel-snapper.


Dick Cheney, rock-hard, bland, steps forward.


An Actor   In the same White House, jostling for position, is the young Dick Cheney, who has achieved a total of five student deferments in order to avoid being drafted to Vietnam.


Cheney   I had other priorities in the sixties than military service.


An Actor   Cheney proves himself willing to take on responsibilities others shirk.


 Cheney   Memo from Dick Cheney, February 19th 1975. It seems that there are salt-shakers in the Residence which are used for the Congressional meals (little dishes of salt with funny little spoons). Is there some reason that regular salt-shakers are not used for small breakfasts and small stag dinners?


An Actor   When Cheney moves into elected politics, he is already uncompromising.


Cheney   I never met a weapons system I didn’t vote for.


Condoleezza Rice, splendid, always alone, steps forward.


An Actor   At the same time, at Stanford University, a minister’s daughter from Birmingham, Alabama, Condoleezza Rice, is choosing between a professional music career or a life in academia studying the Soviet bloc.


Rice   Like most Americans I listened with some scepticism to the Cold War claim that America was a ‘beacon of democracy’. My ancestors were property – a fraction of a man. Women were not included in those immortal constitutional phrases concerning the right of the people ‘in the course of human events’ to choose who would rule.


An Actor   When asked by Yo-Yo Ma:


Yo-Yo Ma   Who is your favourite composer?


Rice   Brahms.


Yo-Yo Ma   Why? Why Brahms?


Rice   He’s passionate without being sentimental.


An Actor   In her office Rice keeps two mirrors, so she can see her back as well as her front.


Paul Wolfowitz, suited, intent, steps forward.


At another university, a Yale professor, Paul Wolfowitz, spends the nineteen seventies chewing over the implications of the involvement in Vietnam which he describes as:


Wolfowitz   An over-expenditure of American power.


An Actor   An ex-maths whizz, Wolfowitz is in love with the idea of national greatness.


Wolfowitz   I focus on geo-strategic issues. I consider myself conceptual. I am willing to re-examine entire precepts of US foreign policy.


An Actor   One colleague remarks:


Colleague   The word ‘hawk’ doesn’t do Wolfowitz justice. What about ‘velociraptor’?


Tony Blair, direct, vigorous, steps forward.


An Actor   At the same time, in England, a fledgling lawyer, just down from Oxford, is recovering from the sudden, premature death of his mother.


Blair   It was late before I had any politics at all.


An Actor   A friend remarks:


Blair’s Friend   You’d be at a party and you’d turn round and find that Tony had gone. He’d slipped away a couple of hours before. You’d find he was getting up at five o’clock to finish an essay.


An Actor   Fired up by an original mix of theology and social duty, Blair will become Britain’s youngest Labour MP. Children will live in Downing Street for the first time in ninety years.


Blair   I particularly resent the assumption that if you find Neanderthal elements in the Labour party, you have found the real party.


 An Actor   He refuses to list his early positions in Who’s Who.


Blair   I do not regard being an Opposition front-bench spokesman as a real job. I did not join the Labour Party to join a party of protest. I joined it as a party of government and I will make sure that it is a party of government.


Hans Blix, with an air of mild amusement, steps forward.


An Actor   And finally, in Sweden, a graduate of Uppsala University, Hans Blix, is finding his way in Liberal Party politics.


Blix   I was an amateur actor when I was a student. Theatre teaches you the value of collaboration, of getting on with other people. As well, of course, as being damned enjoyable.


An Actor   Blix is already developing an attitude to life which Colin Powell will one day find praiseworthy.


Powell   He’s as reliable as a Volvo.


Blix   Being aware that one of Powell’s favourite hobbies is working on Volvo engines, I took this as praise.


The seven central characters step forward.


An Actor   These are the actors, these are the men and women who will play parts in the opening drama of the new century. And at their head is a snappish young man, seeking his fortune in the oil-rich Permian Basin of West Texas, who will, one day, like thirty-eight per cent of his fellow Americans, say he has been born again.


Bush steps among them.


Bush   My faith frees me. Frees me to put the problem of the moment in proper perspective. Frees me to make decisions which others might not like. Frees me to enjoy life and not worry about what comes next.


You know I had a drinking problem. Right now I should be in a bar in Texas, not in the Oval Office. There is only one reason I am in the Oval Office, and not a bar. I found God. I am here because of the power of prayer.


An Actor   The elder son of a Kennebunkport dynasty, George W. Bush is considered the joke of the family, beside his more favoured brother Jeb. He only enters politics at the age of forty-seven.


Bush   I could not be governor if I did not believe in a divine plan which supersedes all human plans.


An Actor   When he runs for President, he observes:


Bush   I feel like God wants me to run for President. I can’t explain it, but I sense my country is going to need me. Something is going to happen and at that time my country is going to need me. I know it won’t be easy, on me or on my family, but God wants me to do it.


An Actor His Deputy Under-Secretary for Defense will observe:


Lt General   Why is this man in the White House? The majority of Americans did not vote for him. Why is he there? And I tell you this morning that he’s in the White House because God put him there for a time such as this.


An Actor   Bush will lose the popular vote by a margin of 539,898. Upon his taking up office, he will observe:


Bush   I’m the commander – see, I don’t need to explain. I don’t need to explain why I say things. That’s the interesting thing about being the President. Maybe somebody needs to explain to me why they say something. But I don’t feel like I owe anybody an explanation.



























FOUR








Bush, fastidiously punctual, is already in place, sitting alone at the head of a torpedo-shaped table.




An Actor   The new administration hits the ground running. Ten days after his inauguration, on January 30th 2001, President Bush presides for the first time at a meeting of the National Security Council.


Bush is joined by a group including Powell, Cheney, Rumsfeld, Tenet, Rice, and a rank of generals. Behind, everyone has deputies.


Bush   I believe we all have a piece of paper. This first meeting, we take the Middle East. Condi?


Rice   If I can express what the President is feeling, we wish to start by sharply differentiating ourselves from the previous administration. President Clinton’s attempts to broker a deal between the Israelis and the Palestinians not only took up a huge amount of time. They also left this country looking weak. The President’s view is that the time has come to tilt back towards Israel. You’ll say, sir, if I misrepresent you?


Bush says nothing.


Cheney   Please continue.


Rice   The President feels that the fortunes of the region need to be decided by the players themselves. This present administration isn’t going to take on problems it knows it can’t solve.


Bush   Anybody here met Sharon?


Colin Powell lifts a hand.


Powell   I’ve met him. I know him.


 Bush   I want to take the guy at face value. When he’s elected, we have this policy: we don’t go by past reputation.


Rice   The President feels very strongly that we’re a new administration. The relationship should be judged not by how it’s been in the past but how it proceeds.


Bush   Sharon flew me in a helicopter over the Palestinian camps. Looked real bad down there.


There is a short silence.


I think this is one we want to get out of.


There is another short silence.


Rice   Any comments?


Powell   If I may, sir.


They all look at Powell.


I don’t need to give a lecture about the intensity of feelings in the Middle East. This is a problem with deep historical roots. We’re not prisoners of history, but on the other hand, we can’t pretend history never happened.


Rumsfeld   What’s your point?


Powell   On the ground there’s a conflict. Left to himself, Sharon’s instincts are always to ratchet up that conflict – and always by military means. If we disengage, the risk is, we unleash Sharon. The consequences of that will be dire for the Palestinians.


Bush   Well, maybe that’s what’s needed. Maybe that’s the best way to get things back in balance.


There’s a silence.


You know, sometimes in my experience, a real show of strength by just one side can clarify things. It can make things really clear.


Powell looks at him a moment.


Now let’s move on. Iraq.


Powell   Iraq?


Rice   Yeah, that’s right, we’re going to have a briefing.


Powell   Iraq?


Rice   The CIA director’s going to brief us, get us up to speed on the latest intelligence.


Tenet is already unfurling a large aerial photograph onto the table.


An Actor   George Tenet. Director, CIA.


Tenet   I’m going to ask you all to take a look at this photograph.


Rice   The real danger to the region –


Tenet   If we can all study this photograph …


Rice   – correctly analysed, when you correctly analyse the region, the real threat is destabilisation.


Tenet   Here’s the photograph.


Rice   And where’s that going to come from? It’s going to come from Saddam Hussein.


Tenet   I hope everyone can see the photograph.


Rice   I think we ought to keep our eye on that.


Tenet   There’s the railroad, there are the tracks … look over here and you’ll see the trucks coming in …


Rumsfeld   There’re the trucks …


Tenet   There’s the water-cooler. This was taken by surveillance planes, so the quality is kind of grainy …


Cheney signals to military deputies sitting behind.


 Cheney   Everyone come see this. You don’t want to miss this.


Rumsfeld   It’s grainy, but you can see …


Tenet   This looks to us …


Rumsfeld   You can see clearly …


Tenet   I think the CIA believes …


Rumsfeld   Even I can see, and I’m nearly seventy …


Tenet   This might well be a plant which produces either chemical or biological materials for weapons manufacture.


Everyone is crowded round the photograph.


Bush   Yeah. Yeah.


Rice   Everyone see?


Powell   I can see. But, to be frank with you, I’ve seen an awful lot of factories around the world that look an awful lot like this. What’s the evidence, what’s the evidence of what this factory’s producing?


Tenet   Well, it’s rhythm.


Powell   Rhythm?


Tenet   Rhythm of shipment. Round the clock. In and out of the plant. Trucks coming and going all night. The rhythm is consistent. Look, let’s be clear: I’m not saying it is, I’m not saying they are …


Rumsfeld   You’re not saying it’s not.


Tenet   I’m not.


Rumsfeld   He’s not saying anything.


Tenet   Not quite.


Rumsfeld   He’s from the CIA.


They all laugh.


 Tenet   There is no confirming intelligence, no, that they are definitely producing chemical or biological weapons. I am not claiming that. I’m saying, ‘Look at the photo – look at it – and what you will see is a factory clearly consistent.’ And if they were producing such weapons – if – if they were, if such weapons were being produced, then this – seen here – would be the kind of factory, this looks just like the factory from which such weapons would come.


There is a silence.


Bush   We need to know more about this. We need to know more about the weapons.
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