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Introduction
Steve Waters


I have lived two lives as a playwright; on the one hand writing for theatres in cities designed to stage new work for audiences that like new work and in front of critics who (sometimes) like new work. Then alongside this I have written the plays collected here; written from within a region, often playing in non-theatrical spaces, often made in collaboration with other artists, often under the radar of critical view and the noise that accompanies new plays. I am proud of both ways of working, but I am also aware that the work collected here is closest to me in some respects – it comes out of my most immediate concerns, it speaks to my wish to change where I am and speak to where I live; it’s more obviously poetic, less considered, still topical but often franker, less artful even.


Interestingly enough, much of this work was never commissioned and some of it I even directed myself. Out of Your Knowledge (2006) and In a Vulnerable Place (2014) were both initially produced by me, thanks to funding from the Arts Council’s Grants for the Arts scheme. The first version of the former, Clare’s Walk, arose out of a walk I undertook with my friend, the performer Patrick Morris, along the route that the poet John Clare took when fleeing from an asylum in Epping Forest and returning to his home near Peterborough. Morris and I walked it in six crazy hot days in summer 2005, and then toured the show along the route – in theatres, yes, but also nature reserves, community halls, churches.


In a Vulnerable Place was my attempt to think again about climate change six years on from my play The Contingency Plan – by talking to people in the Norfolk Broads and in the Gobi Desert, places afflicted by too much water or too little. I decided (maybe unwisely) I should perform it myself. Both pieces speak to my alarm at the terrible plight of the natural world, through Clare’s concerns and through observed experience. But both plays discover hope in those fighting to conserve and transform the world and rethink our place within it.


Then there’s the role of Menagerie Theatre Company and Hotbed, their annual summer theatre festival in Cambridge, where I live. Often around May I would get a call from Paul Bourne, its Artistic Director, asking me if I had a play to contribute. And something about the immediacy of that offer has generated works like Why Can’t We Live Together? or Death of a Cyclist – personal, immediate plays that came out of specific experiences, written playfully, experimentally even.


In 2016 I turned the tables on him and threw a play back. I wanted to write something about the refugee encampment, the Calais Jungle, but also create an event over four nights, and a chance to raise money for the efforts of groups like Cambridge Calais Refugee Action Group; the intersection of locality and a global crisis excited me. So The Play About Calais came about, designed to be a political act and also an account of that act.


Shorter work like the plays here allow a rougher-edged, riskier sort of writing – so seeing this work being published is a shock and pleasure. In my usual work you have to look hard to find me, but here I am all too visible; I’ve always worried away at the boundaries of fact and fiction, but some of the pieces here dispense with them altogether. Much of this work is more like an essay, a memoir, a stand-up act. But they all return to a sort of simple yet epic theatre, with no set, no machinery of representation, just a text, actors and the hope of an audience. They are plays written with friends for strangers. I hope publishing them like this helps them further into the world; it certainly serves to document over ten years of writing, thinking and hoping.


March 2017




 


 


OUT OF YOUR KNOWLEDGE




Out of Your Knowledge was first performed under the title Clare’s Walk at the Suntrap Field Studies Centre, High Beech, Epping Forest, Essex, in March 2006. It was directed by Steve Waters, designed by Steffi Mueller and performed by Patrick Morris.


The production then toured along the route described in the play: Baldock, Paxton Pits, St Neots, Luddington-in-the-Brook, Milton Country Park, St Albans, Luton, Woodbridge and Cambridge.


The show was remounted in 2007 as Out of Your Knowledge, directed by Paul Bourne and performed at the Junction, Cambridge, before touring venues in the Eastern region; it was also staged at the Pleasance Theatre in London and at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe 2008.




 


 


A Note on the Text


The text is divided into voices:


1. Text in bold represents John Clare’s voice, quoted and invented.


2. Italics represent a speaker other than the performer.


3. All the voices are versions of real speakers.


 


The play is for one actor.




 


 


1.


Far spread the moorey ground a level scene


Bespread with rush and one eternal green


That never felt the rage of blundering plough


Though centurys wreathed spring’s blossoms on its brow


Still meeting plains that stretched them far away


In uncheckt shadows of green brown and grey


Unbounded freedom ruled the wandering scene


Nor fence of ownership crept in between


To hide the prospect of the following eye


Its only bondage was the circling sky


One mighty flat undwarfed by bush and tree


Spread its faint shadow of immensity


Now


Now


Now


this sweet vision of my boyish hours


Now


Free as spring clouds and wild as summer flowers


Now


is faded all


is faded all


Inclosure came and trampled on the grave


Of labour’s rights and left the poor a slave


And memory’s pride ere want to wealth did bow


Is both the shadow and the substance now


the shadow and the substance


fence now meets fence


fence now meets fence


I’m on a train to Essex.


Moors, loosing from the sight, far, smooth and blea,


Where swopt the plover in its pleasure free


Are vanished now with commons wild and gay


Keep thinking about this poem.


About enclosure. About common land taken from common use.


these paths are stopt


these paths are stopt


the rude philistine’s thrall


Is laid upon them and destroyed them all


It’s by you.


You. John Clare.


Well you worked the land. Dug ditches, wrote poems.


You didn’t die too young in the Adriatic; you died too old in Northampton. You outsold Keats, at first; but when you found your true voice, you fell out of print.


You lived in two villages, Helpstone and Northborough – and two asylums, Northampton and High Beach.


And for three days you walked where I’m about to walk, the ninety miles from Epping Forest to Northborough.


Out of your knowledge.


Whenever you left Helpstone, even three miles, you said you were ‘out of (your) knowledge’.


What’s my knowledge now then, moving miles in minutes?


Why’ve I got that feeling Christians speak of when they say they want Christ to enter their life? Why do I want you, Clare, to enter my life?


And why do feel you closest to hand when you’re most removed from yourself? During your flight out of Essex.





2.


Epping Forest. You fled these trees on a July morning in 1841. Near High Beech here is the asylum where they interned you for four years – four years!


That morning you walked out, walked home – voted with your feet.


Okay, here it is. No. The asylum’s gone now, this is, what, a field centre for primary-school kids from Waltham Forest.


But I’m standing where you must have stood, seeing what you saw – look, there, as you write, ‘a spire peeps’; no the spire’s gone. But there, the brook you knew, ‘the brook without a bridge’. Yes.


Epping Forest. You might have been enclosed here, but it never was.


I’m up at The Owl pub meeting the Epping branch of the Campaign to Protect Rural England – or is it chapter?


Ken, Harry and Terry here: retired men with firm handshakes.


For a pint of London Pride, Ken tells:


the tale of Thomas Willingale, poacher, rebel – who led his fellow smallholders in a revolt against the enclosure of the forest by its manorial lords, lords of the manor to you and I.


Now as you well know, Harry, Master Thomas was no angel, in point of fact my grandfather used to sell venison poached by Willingale in his butchers; but he was defender of the commons and above all else he’s the reason these trees here were never felled in the name of development:


Protect your customary rights, brothers, woodsmen’s rights since before the Norman yoke – grazing rights, rights of ‘pannage’, your right to lop your trees for fuel and shelter. Who owns the trees, brothers? Not us, and not the lords neither. These lords see money in the land, these nabobs, and they come with their fences, they raise fences in the forest walks and can we move our cattle? No! Can our pigs graze? Again, no! Can we shape and crop the trees to feed our fires and fuel their growth? No, I say, no! Well then, brothers, damn their damned fences, we’ll break such fences down, there, down enslaving fence –


and he starts pulling up the fences, lopping branches from hornbeam oaks, and the bailiffs seize him, charge him with criminal damage, and his landlord turfs him out of his cottage, and the lords drive him from the forest and – poor old Thomas: evicted, imprisoned, killed by consumption, Willingale’s a sort of Victorian Swampy I suppose. Terry, whatever happened to that chap Swampy?


But then the Corporation of London took up the fight, used the law to save the forest. Now all this is Green Belt; and some of us here, Terry, Harry and myself, ‘Friends of Epping Forest’, members of the Campaign to Protect Rural England, we intend to keep it that way.


Yes, what exactly is the Campaign to Protect Rural England? I mean who is it, who is ‘Rural England’, is it farmers, you’re not farmers – is it landowners – is it just NIMBYism? Who are we protecting Rural England from exactly, around here, just for instance?


Okay, sure, another pint of London Pride.


Terry says: Have you heard of the East of England Regional Assembly?


Thought not, nobody has, well, the East of England Regional Assembly has drawn up a document in response to another document coming from John Prescott, you see; in this document, the assembly’s document, is a plan to cover the eastern region in more and more houses: 500,000 give or take – what’s that? That’s worth thinking about. Twenty towns? A hundred villages? Maybe ten thousand new roads – all by 2020? Whatever it is it’s sprawl. Growth. All along Clare’s route – they’ve even a name for it: the London to Peterborough Growth Corridor. Were you aware you were living in a growth corridor? All along your route, yes – Broxbourne, Harlow, Welwyn, Cambridge, Epping, Peterborough. Half a million new houses.


But houses aren’t built for fun, are they? People need houses, they need houses they can afford: first-time buyers, key workers, nobody can afford houses in this region so surely we have to build –


No, no, Harry says, this is developer-led, this, this is builder-led this, and, to strike a controversial note, these people, whoever they are, are people from outside the region, who’ll commute in, necessitating more roads, these are divorcees, these are second-homers, these aren’t your key workers, and anyway there’s no new work, no infrastructure – and besides you just think about all those new taps, all those new power showers, all those hosepipes watering dry lawns, yeah, what with the water table already under massive pressure; you get your head round a million extra cars on ten thousand extra roads, thousands of miles of cars on thousands of miles of roads cos that, that will be the reality, you take it from me.


Another pint of Pride, mate.


Okay – another pint of – I leave them to it.


I walk out onto Lippitts Hill and see to the north-west, your route. I follow you, follow your clues, go where you say you went, setting out in the early morning, how did you put it? – having only honest courage and myself in my army I led my way and my troops soon followed.


Out of the forest.


Now for the bad news, Clare.





3.


I’m not surprised you got lost here, all these Enfields, Enfield Lock, Enfield Wash, Enfield Town; Enfield’s a moveable feast.


I’ll take the London loop path; streams stuffed with shopping trolleys and white goods; got too much gear on, feel a prat in these new boots, not dressed for flyovers, and snickets, need camouflage here, this is not the Pennine Way right, people live here, houses, schools, kids at the wire fence, kids playing hooky, what do I look like? Back alleys, back alleys; garages face off over clogged waterways – ‘BNP Now!’ one shouts. All this living, all this contested space. Walking feels perverse. What does your poetry mean in Enfield, now, truly? In London now? In England now – fence now meets fence – these paths are stopt: okay, fine, but isn’t it too late to try and conserve and to roll back development? Don’t you think?





4.


There, out of Enfield!


That massive sound: surface noise; the M25 is in pain!


Down there, the Orbital, imagined by planners in terms of flow and relief, now look at it, clockwise bottlenecked, anticlockwise skittering past, lorries head-to-head on the inclines, fast motors flashing slow coaches, breakdowns humped up in the lay-by, noise audible ten miles north and south, trees unable to muffle it.


In that car, an old man carrying out a traffic survey; pressing a button for each passing vehicle. No thumb can keep pace with this torrent. He looks happy enough, though; doesn’t look up as I pass, as if to do so might make him falter, as his thumb presses presses presses.





5.


Funny how lonely it feels: walking on a weekday in England.


How criminal it feels.


Where am I? Goffs Oak. Where’m I headed? Lemsford. You’re in your silent phase, Clare. Off radar till Stevenage.


Why Lemsford?


You took the Great North Road which is mostly motorway now, the land round it’s hard to access; I’ll box clever then, take footpaths in the road’s wake. Walk through nature reserves, woods, through the little land that’s escaped development.


Goff’s Oak. Little Berkhampstead, Essendon Green, Hatfield House, Welwyn, Lemsford village, Lemsford Springs Nature Reserve.


Barry, my host: green wading boots, pink complexion.


There’s the springs, there: Lemsford Springs, see ’em, bubbling up, yeah: watercress loves these chalky lagoons, they’re not natural, no, all of this was dug out by the Victorians, oh yes, the Victorians dug watercress lagoons like this all round London, all up and running in Clare’s day, oh yes, for the watercress, for winter greens to fend off scurvy and such like, carts of cress leaving here, flogged next day on Covent Garden Market. Not natural, the lagoons, not as such, no; the springs are, the springs are natural.


Crashed in the sixties, the whole works, went under, plans to widen the A1, the lagoons were a goner until the Wildlife Trust stepped in; until, well, I stepped in. Kingfisher!


I keep the river Lea there, all chocca with sewage from Luton, from feeding the springs here; here’s one: clear as a bell, yeah, delicious, taste that, magic, clean as a whistle that water, filtered through chalk.


You have to keep your lagoons clear, uproot your sedge with muckrakers, stop the silting and the scrub coming back, you have to keep your flow going, cos from the springs you get your biodiversity and biodiversity’s the name of the game.


Barry’s ripping back growth, plucking up crowsfoot, hands full of freshwater shrimps, there, drinking at a spring, there, logging a wren, another kingfisher, tuned to the rhythms of the reserve. Because of Barry the waters flow, the shrews nest, and the green sandpiper winters.


For me, to be honest it’s about birds, this, loving birds and loving the places birds love. Bad news for birds is bad news for us.


Bad news with migration, with feeding, with nesting, is bad news for other species, including us, including you and I. So you have to get the right trees, so this Lombardy poplar here, pretty enough I grant you but ecologically it’s, well, zilch, waste of space for birds, no nesting, no feeding, when it falls we won’t replace it, no, it’s for the chop – and up there, nesting box, kestrels, stuck it there so I can see it from my bedroom, yeah, went up on a Sunday and they were in by the Tuesday – hang on, look, look – oh no, no, it’s a buzzard, a buzzard –


It’s back, it’s bloody back! Third buzzard we’ve seen here, the third. Look at her, look at her go, look at her go. Bloody back. Magic, magic seeing that.


Barry’s forgotten me.


I’ve been upstaged – by a buzzard.





6.


The Howard Centre, shopping mall, Welwyn Garden City.


White vistas.


A woman’s trying to keep all this glass clean. Acres of glass. She concentrates hard. Keep the light coming in; no smears; she breathes on the glass.


A handful of shoppers drift about.


All the shops you could ask for: Sportsworld, HMV, Topshop, River Island, Millie’s Cookies; bright whatever the weather. Fountains, escalators, music.


Open twenty-four seven, fifty-two weeks a year.


All the shops, all the latest gear, all year round.


Temperature regulated, lighting regulated, everything thoroughly regulated.


I can’t find you.
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Welwyn, five miles, Knebworth. Five miles, the outskirts of Stevenage. You say you slept there, on clover tresses.Press on, press on. Five miles, the Great North Road, above Letchworth, Jack’s Hill, you mention Jack’s Hill, Baldock, you call it Baldeck but then you always were an atrocious speller.


Baldock.


A new road under construction, slicing into the grass slopes, boring into chalk downland. James, a civil engineer, explains:


We take enormous pains to address the public’s environmental sensitivities, enormous pains.


For instance, it was drawn to our attention there were lizards, little lizards, who had a sort of er, lizard dwelling, right in the path of the bypass. We could have bulldozed over them I suppose, legally, but no, we brought operations to a standstill, we trapped these lizards in a tin trap, humane trap of course, and we translocated them – to a safer lizard dwelling.


And then our attention was drawn to a badger’s set also right in the path of the bypass, and in this instance, legally, we did have a duty of care to these badgers, badgers being a protected species, so fair dos, we also translocated these badgers to a new set and they’re doing alright there, doing alright the badgers are.


And then some botanists were kicking up about some flowers, don’t ask me the names, the problem apparently being that we were digging into a chalksoil wildflower meadow, well in the past that would have been tough but not now, not today, not with us in Baldock, so we dig it up, the entire meadow, the works, and yes, we translocate it.


These are three examples of the enormous pains we take to address the public’s environmental sensitivities.





8.


Baldock, five miles, Radwell, five miles, Stotfold:


Philip.


Tight T-shirt, kingfisher logo, binoculars too big for his bony form. I say, ‘Hello’; he glares back like he’s walking away from a crime.


They call this path, ‘the Kingfisher Way’!


You won’t see no kingfishers round here, never see a kingfisher south of Arlesey, never; and they call it ‘the Kingfisher Way’, why? Cos they’re ignorant, ignorant, never see a kingfisher south of Arlesey, never, and they go and reroute the old path, look to here, and you know why, I’ll tell you why, this bloody estate here, these yuppie houses, they stick houses here, here, on a flood plain, new build, here, hard against the Ivel, yeah, ignorant, ridiculous, stupid – I seen the Ivel flood twice in my time, 1947, came up here, right up here, where we are now, up to a man’s waist, it’d be over their lawns there, that fence’s not gonna stop a bloody flood, then another time, flood of ’63, the freeze of ’63, we went skating there, all the lads and the young girls, skating right there where they’ve stuck their bloody conservatories, skating away, it’s – ignorant –

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





