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Pillars of the Community in this version was first performed in the Lyttelton auditorium of the National Theatre, London, on 1 November 2005. The cast was as follows:




Karsten Bernick Damian Lewis


Betty Geraldine Alexander


Olaf Jack Stanley, Hugh Wyld


Marta Bernick Brid Brennan


Johan Tønnesen Joseph Millson


Lona Hessel Lesley Manville


Hilmar Tønnesen Justin Salinger


Rørlund Michael Thomas


Rummel Simon Molloy


Vigeland Tom Marshall


Sandstad Cornelius Booth


Dina Dorf Michelle Dockery


Knap Michael Gould


Aune Paul Moriarty


Mrs Rummel Annabel Leventon


Hilda Kirsty Wood


Mrs Holt Una Stubbs


Netta Jennifer Scott-Malden


Mrs Lynge Pamela Merrick


Ensemble David Baron, Ita O’Brien, Nathan Rimell







Directed by Marianne Elliott


Designed by Rae Smith


Lighting design by Chris Davey


Sound design by Ian Dickinson


Music by Olly Fox

























Characters





Karsten Bernick, a shipbuilder


Betty, his wife


Olaf, their son, thirteen


Marta Bernick, Bernick’s sister


Johan Tønnesen, Betty’s younger brother


Lona Hessel, Betty’s elder half-sister


Hilmar Tønnesen, Betty’s cousin


Rørlund, a schoolmaster


Rummel, a wholesaler


Vigeland, a merchant


Sandstad, a merchant


Dina Dorf, a young girl living in Bernick’s house


Knap, Bernick’s clerk


Aune, foreman of Bernick’s shipyard


Mrs Rummel


Hilda, her daughter


Mrs Holt, wife of the local postmaster


Netta, her daughter


Mrs Lynge, wife of the local doctor


Townspeople, Visitors, Foreign Sailors, Steamboat Passengers, Servants, etc.


 


The action takes place in Karsten Bernick’s house in a small Norwegian seaport.
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Act One








A spacious garden room in Karsten Bernick’s house. Four doors. The first leads to Bernick’s study; the second, in the same wall, to other parts of the house; the third, on the opposite wall, is the main entrance; the fourth, in the background, in a wall composed almost entirely of glass, opens to a veranda, over which hangs an awning. Steps lead to the garden, which is bordered by a fence with a small gate. Beyond is a street lined with small wooden houses painted in bright colours. Summer. Every now and then townspeople are seen walking along the street, stopping to chat, going in and out of a corner shop, etc. Inside, a gathering of ladies is seated at a table. Betty is presiding over Mrs Holt and Netta, Mrs Rummel and Hilda, Mrs Lynge, Marta Bernick and Dina Dorf. They’re all busy sewing. Rørlund is sitting at a small table, on which are two flower pots and a glass of water; he is reading aloud from a gilt-edged book: a word can be heard occasionally. Olaf is running about the garden, shooting a target with a toy bow and arrow. Aune enters discreetly through the main door. Betty nods to him and points to Bernick’s study. Aune knocks, then knocks again. Knap comes out with his hat in his hand and papers under his arm.




Knap   Oh. It’s you.


Aune   Yes, Mr Bernick wants to see me.


Knap   He can’t, he’s busy. He instructed me to tell you –


Aune   If it’s all the same, I’d sooner see – 


Knap   – instructed me to say: stop ranting at the men at these Saturday rallies of yours.


Aune   Aren’t my Saturdays my own?


Knap   If you don’t use them to turn workers into slouches, they certainly are. This carry-on about the new machines being ‘dangerous’ … what the hell’s got into you?


Aune   It’s for the good of the community.


Knap  Hmm, odd: Mr Bernick thinks you’re sabotaging the community.


Aune   Mr Bernick’s understanding of ‘community’ is different from mine, Mr Knap. As Chairman of the Working Men’s Association, I –


Knap   What you are is foreman of Mr Bernick’s shipyard. As Bernick and Company is the lifeblood of your community and mine and everyone else’s, Bernick and Company is your priority. There you have it, Aune: Mr Bernick’s message.


Aune   In your words. I know what this is about. It’s the Indian Girl. Damned American shipwreck. They want us to patch her up their way, but –


Knap   You see, there you go again, another tirade. Stop the rabble-rousing. Aren’t you needed at the yard? I’ll be down there myself shortly. Ladies.




He bows and exits through the garden. Aune exits through the main door. Rørlund comes to the end of his book and closes it with a bang.





Rørlund   Finis, ladies. The End.


Mrs Rummel   There was a lesson or two in that book.


Mrs Holt   Sound, moral, inspirational. 


Betty   Food for thought.


Rørlund   A restorative to the poison in most newspapers and magazines. The hypocrisy of these trumped-up ‘modern’ countries. Their painted faces are a lie. They hide decay.


Mrs Holt   Very true, Mr Rørlund.


Mrs Rummel   Look no further than the crew of the American ship!


Rørlund   We won’t touch upon scum. Not that Americans from higher classes are any better. Imagine a suspicious place, where family counts for nothing, where sacred truths are shamelessly hacked to pieces. Itchy and restless, cynical and uncertain: this is the New World.


Dina   (not looking up) But big things are achieved there, aren’t they?


Rørlund   Excuse me?


Mrs Holt   Dina!


Mrs Rummel   What do you mean?


Rørlund   I don’t think it’d be healthy if ‘big things’ became the rule here. We are as we are, thank God. Keep your community pure. If while we sleep tares are sowed in the wheat, yank them out, burn them. An impatient age may want to experiment with new things, but we, ladies, are not its laboratory.


Mrs Holt   So many new things, though.


Mrs Rummel   We missed the railway by a whisker.


Betty   Thanks to Karsten.


Rørlund   God, Mrs Bernick. Your husband was in the hands of a higher power when he blocked that scheme. 


Betty   That didn’t stop the slurs in the newspapers.


Marta   And actually, he blocked it on purely practical grounds.


Betty   But, Mr Rørlund, we haven’t even thanked you. It’s more than kind of you to give up your time.


Rørlund   What else could a schoolmaster want from his holidays?


Betty   Thank you, all the same.


Rørlund   We’re all willing to make sacrifices for good causes, aren’t we? The fallen women for whom we’re working I see as stricken soldiers on the battlefield. You, compassionate sisters of mercy. Ready the bandages, dress their wounds. Heal. Cure.


Betty   To be able to see everything in that beautiful light. A gift.


Rørlund   I was born with it. Though it can be acquired. You just have to put your mind to something serious. Isn’t that right, Miss Marta? You stand on terra firma, now that you’ve given up life for teaching?


Marta   I don’t know what to say. In the classroom, I often wish I were out there on the stormy sea.


Rørlund   Temptation. You’re speaking metaphorically, of course – by ‘stormy sea’, you mean violent world? Do you really prize it? Look to the street – see the sun beating down on those sweaty little men, tripping over each other’s seamy affairs. We’re better off here, aren’t we, in the cool shade, our backs turned?


Marta   I suppose you’re right –


Rørlund   Your brother’s home is an example to us all.




Noise from Bernick’s study. 





Betty   Who on earth has he got with him in there?




Hilmar Tønnesen appears at the main door, smoking a cigar. He stops short at the sight of so many women.





Hilmar   Ah. (Turns back.)


Betty   Hilmar, lovely, we’re not busy.


Hilmar   I’m smoking.


Betty   Come in, I’m sure it’s a very good cigar.


Hilmar   It’s a very bad cigar: I bought it locally. Morning, ladies. So, what’s the upshot?


Betty   Of what?


Hilmar   Karsten’s Extremely Important Meeting.


Betty   I don’t know anything about it.


Hilmar   Think sleepers. Tracks. Steam.


Mrs Rummel   You mean – the railway?


Betty   No, no, that’s all finished with.


Rørlund   It was a resounding ‘no’ to the trains, Mr Tønnesen, as you know.


Hilmar   I just bumped into Knap, it’s all heating up again. Karsten’s in there with a trio of town moneymakers.


Mrs Rummel   I thought I heard my husband.


Hilmar   Yes, Rummel; and Sandstad – you know, shopkeeper from the hill; and Vigeland, too, or should I say ‘Pious Mike’.




Rørlund clears his throat.





Beg pardon, Rørlund. Everybody calls Vigeland that.


Betty   Just when everything was so serene. 


Hilmar   Suits me. Nothing like a good fight, we could do with the fun.


Rørlund   I don’t think we need that sort of ‘fun’.


Hilmar   Depends on your constitution. A certain class of man needs a thumping good fight from time to time. But you won’t find bloody noses in these dreary seaports; nobody here has what it really takes to – (Glances at Rørlund’s book.) Women: the Maidservants of Society. What the hell is this sewage?


Betty   Hilmar, be quiet. You haven’t even read it.


Hilmar   No, and I never will.


Betty   What is the matter with you today?


Hilmar   I’m sick. As I was yesterday.


Betty   Didn’t you sleep?


Hilmar   Not a wink. I was out on my evening breather and needed to catch my breath, so I went to the club, where I devoured a book about an expedition to the North Pole. Nothing to get you going like men at loggerheads with Mother Nature –


Mrs Rummel   Their adventures don’t seem to have done you much good, Mr Tønnesen.


Hilmar   Then I was chased by a monstrous walrus into the small hours.


Olaf   (rushes up the garden steps) You were chased by a walrus, Uncle?


Hilmar   In my dreams, you puny ant. You’re not still messing about with that ludicrous bow? Get yourself a gun, for God’s sake.


Olaf   I wish I could – 


Hilmar   Anything without bullets is a waste of time. Damn thrilling to have your finger on a trigger.


Olaf   I could kill bears, Uncle, but Pa won’t let me.


Betty   Hilmar, that’s enough, do you hear?


Hilmar   Fine generation. Talk and games. If you want to be a man, you’re going to have to grow up and stand eye to eye with something dangerous. Don’t point that bow at me, you bloody idiot, what if it goes off?!


Olaf   There’s no arrow in it, Uncle.


Hilmar   How do you know that for a fact? Could be one. Get it out of here. Why don’t you ride to America on one of Daddy’s ships? You could join buffalo hunts and come to blows with Red Indians.


Betty   Hilmar!


Olaf   I could, Uncle! And I could meet Uncle Johan and Aunt Lona.


Hilmar   Now you’re just being silly.


Betty   Olaf, go and play in the garden, quickly …




Olaf runs into the garden and disappears through the gate.





Rørlund   Mr Tønnesen, you really shouldn’t put ideas like that into the boy’s head.


Hilmar   No, no, wrap him in cotton wool like every other mother’s son in this hovel.


Rørlund   Tell me, why don’t you go to America?


Hilmar   In my condition? Not that you people remember I have a condition. Anyway, it’s impossible, there is the community to think of; the flag of Idealism to hoist. Someone has to do it. 




Raised voices from Bernick’s study.





Racket.


Mrs Lynge   Who was that?


Hilmar   No idea. Headache. No consideration.


Mrs Rummel   It’s my husband, Mr Tønnesen. Remember he’s very used to addressing large public gatherings.


Rørlund   I think all four men are contributing to the rumpus.


Hilmar   What do you expect, if the subject is filthy lucre?


Betty   Industry is better than pleasure, I think?


Mrs Lynge   Pleasure?


Mrs Rummel   Count yourself lucky you didn’t live here when that was the thing, Mrs Lynge.


Mrs Holt   Times have changed. When I was a girl –


Mrs Rummel   You needn’t go back that far, Mrs Holt. Only fourteen, fifteen years ago, God forgive us, we had a dancing club, a musical club …


Marta   I remember the drama club.


Mrs Rummel   Mr Tønnesen’s play!


Hilmar   My what?


Rørlund   Mr Tønnesen wrote a play?


Mrs Rummel   Before your time, Mr Rørlund. And it only ran one night.


Mrs Lynge   Is this the play you told me about, Mrs Rummel? You acted the part of the ingénue who fell head-over-heels with the strapping –


Mrs Rummel   (throws a glance at Rørlund) Long forgotten, Mrs Lynge. Though the rowdy parties are fresh in the mind. 


Mrs Holt   Some houses threw two or three a week.


Mrs Lynge   But there were plays, because someone told me about a troupe of actors who arrived in town and –


Mrs Rummel   The troupe! Whatever you were told, double it!




Mrs Holt clears her throat.





I remember nothing about a troupe.


Marta   There was sailing and rambling in the summers …


Mrs Lynge   I’m sure I heard about a mad troupe of actors who practically held the place to ransom. Is it true?


Mrs Rummel   I don’t think so, Mrs Lynge, no.


Mrs Holt   Pass me that linen, Dina?


Betty   (simultaneously) Dina, it’s time for coffee – would you check with Katrine?


Marta   I’ll come with you, Dina.




Dina and Marta leave by the second door.





Betty   I think we’ll take it on the veranda. Excuse me …




She goes to the veranda and lays the table. Rørlund stands in the doorway, chatting to her. Hilmar sits outside, smoking.





Mrs Rummel   (sotto voce) Mrs Lynge, what were you thinking?


Mrs Holt   Honestly, Mrs Rummel, you started it.


Mrs Rummel   I resent that, Mrs Holt.


Mrs Lynge   Did I put my foot in it?


Mrs Rummel   To start jabbering about … with Dina sitting next to you. 


Mrs Lynge   Dina?


Mrs Holt   And in this house of all places.


Mrs Lynge   Don’t tell me there’s something wrong with her?


Mrs Holt   Surely you know about Mr Tønnesen and –


Mrs Rummel   Hilda, take your constitutional: the garden is so pretty.


Mrs Holt   Likewise, Netta. When poor Dina comes back, be gentle. You know what I mean.




Hilda and Netta go into the garden.





Mrs Lynge   (surreptitiously points at Hilmar) Mr Tønnesen –?


Mrs Rummel   Not that Mr Tønnesen, he’s Betty’s cousin. We’re talking about the other Mr Tønnesen, Betty’s brother –


Mrs Holt   Mr Tønnesen, the degenerate.


Mrs Rummel   Johan. He ran away to America.


Mrs Holt   Not voluntarily. If you see what I mean.


Mrs Lynge   Something shocking?


Mrs Rummel   Very. There was a – (Clears her throat.) liaison – between the degenerate Mr Tønnesen and Dina’s mother. Isn’t it funny how it floods back the second you start talking about it? Johan, the degenerate, worked in old Mrs Bernick’s office. Mr Bernick had just come home from Paris –


Mrs Holt   – he hadn’t yet married Betty –


Mrs Lynge   – and –


Mrs Rummel   Well – 


Mrs Lynge   Get to the good bit.


Mrs Rummel   – that winter the troupe of actors was here in town (yes, there was one) –


Mrs Holt   – its star players: the Dorfs, Dina’s father and mother. You should have seen the local men … drooling over La Dorf like dogs …


Mrs Rummel   God knows why.


Mrs Lynge   So –


Mrs Rummel   – late one evening, Mr Dorf came to the hotel –


Mrs Holt   – out of the blue –


Mrs Rummel   – to discover La Dorf … I’m sorry, some things shouldn’t be aired.


Mrs Holt   Mr Dorf didn’t discover anything, Mrs Rummel, because the door was locked.


Mrs Rummel   Yes, precisely. From the inside. Picture the scene. The man in the room jumped clean out of the window.


Mrs Holt   The attic window.


Mrs Lynge   And that was –


Mrs Rummel   Betty Bernick’s brother, yes.


Mrs Lynge   Who then went to America?


Mrs Holt   What choice did he have?


Mrs Rummel   It gets worse. It turned out before he fled, he’d slipped his greasy fingers into the Bernick Company cash box.


Mrs Holt   That was never proved, Mrs Rummel, as you know. It might be a rumour. 


Mrs Rummel   For heaven’s sake, the whole town knew about it. Old Mrs Bernick nearly went bankrupt because of it, and I had that from my husband’s mouth. God forbid I’d spread a lie.


Mrs Holt   In any case, La Dorf certainly didn’t see a penny –


Mrs Lynge   What happened to her?


Mrs Rummel   After the actor husband abandoned her –


Mrs Holt   – and his own daughter –


Mrs Rummel   – she decided to reside here.


Mrs Holt   The audacity.


Mrs Rummel   She didn’t dare show her face at the theatre, and ended up scrounging a living washing and sewing …


Mrs Holt   She even founded a dancing school.


Mrs Rummel   Disastrous. What sort of parent would let their child go near such a piece of work? Anyway, la actrice had never lifted a finger in her life and within a year it all got on top of her. Her lungs collapsed and she dropped dead.


Mrs Lynge   How appalling.


Mrs Rummel   Think of the Bernicks. The tarnish on the escutcheon, as my husband put it. So, Mrs Lynge, the moral of the story: hush-hush, in this house.


Mrs Holt   And for love of God, don’t mention the half-sister!


Mrs Lynge   Mrs Bernick has a half-sister?


Mrs Rummel   Had, not has. There’s nothing between them any more. 


Mrs Holt   Lona Hessel. Unhinged. Lived only for herself.


Mrs Rummel   She chopped all her hair off and clomped about in the thunder and lightning wearing men’s boots.


Mrs Holt   And when her degenerate half-brother –


Mrs Rummel   – about whom the whole town was talking –


Mrs Holt   – when he fled to America, what do you think she did? Followed him.


Mrs Rummel   Well, there was the matter of her own humiliation.


Mrs Holt   Sssshhh!


Mrs Lynge   Her own humiliation?


Mrs Rummel   Mrs Lynge, all things considered … I think it’s in your interest to know. Mr Bernick had just got engaged to Betty, and the two of them came in arm-in-arm to announce the happy news … when Lona Hessel leapt from her armchair and punched Karsten Bernick –


Mrs Holt   – well-bred Karsten Bernick –


Mrs Rummel   – thumped Karsten in the face with such ferocity he saw stars.


Mrs Lynge   I’m lost for words!


Mrs Holt   Doesn’t it stick in the craw?


Mrs Rummel   Then she packed her things and bolted for America.


Mrs Lynge   So Lona Hessel took a fancy to Mr Bernick?


Mrs Rummel   She’d got it into her head that he’d been pining away for her in Paris. 


Mrs Holt   Ha! Karsten Bernick?


Mrs Rummel   Man of the world –


Mrs Holt   Perfect gentleman –


Mrs Rummel   The darling of the ladies –


Mrs Holt   Courteous, honest, virtuous –


Mrs Lynge   Yes, yes, but what happened to Lona Hessel in America?


Mrs Rummel   Over that, as my husband put it, a veil has been drawn, and one should hesitate before one lifts it.




They hesitate.





She sings for her supper in drinking dens –


Mrs Holt   – gives public lectures on scandalous subjects –


Mrs Rummel   – and has published a downright dirty book.


Mrs Lynge   No!


Mrs Rummel   Yes. Lona Hessel: the second fly in the Bernick honey. So, Mrs Lynge, now you know. You flew so close to the flame, I had to say something.


Mrs Lynge   Thank you. Poor Dina Dorf! I feel so sorry for her.


Mrs Rummel   Where Dina’s concerned, I call it a stroke of luck. Imagine if the Dorfs had raised her? In the end it was Marta who took her in, though we’ve all done our bit to tame her.


Mrs Holt   A difficult child, but look at the pedigree. She’s not one of us, but we make allowances.


Mrs Rummel   Ssshh. (Loud.) Dina? Oh, clever as a cat! And quite docile. 




Marta, Dina and the maid enter with the coffee things and take them to the veranda.





Hello, Dina. We’re just finishing up here.


Mrs Holt   Delicious, Dina, I’m all for a cup of coffee at this hour …


Betty   (calls from the veranda) This way, ladies …




The ladies seat themselves on the veranda and chat to Dina with a great show of kindness. After a moment, she comes into the room to look for her sewing.





Aren’t you staying, Dina –?


Dina   No, thank you, I don’t feel like coffee.




She sits and sews. Betty and Rørlund exchange a few words, then Rørlund enters the room, finds an excuse to approach the table, and speaks to Dina softly.





Rørlund   Dina. All by yourself?


Dina   I’ve been talked about. It was written all over that Mrs Lynge’s face.


Rørlund   I thought she was very kind to you.


Dina   Exactly. I can’t stand it.


Rørlund   Dina. That’s a bit wilful.


Dina   Yes. I can’t help that, though. I was born that way.


Rørlund   Hmm. You could change.




Dina shakes her head.





Why not?


Dina   Because I’m one of the Fallen.


Rørlund   Dina!


Dina   Just like Mother. 


Rørlund   Who’s been speaking to you about that?


Dina   No one! No one ever does. Dina’s much too fragile, she’ll splinter to bits if … Oh, all this excruciating goodness, I could bang my head against the wall.


Rørlund   Ssshh. It’s understandable … sometimes you feel a little browbeaten, but –


Dina   God, I wish I could leave. I’d get on perfectly well if only I weren’t yoked to all these …


Rørlund   Yes –?


Dina   … genteel … moralistic …


Rørlund   You don’t mean that …


Dina   You know what I mean, Mr Rørlund. Every morning Hilda and Netta are paraded in front of me, back and forth … Dina will never be meek like Hilda and Netta: Dina doesn’t want to be. If only I could escape, I’d be worth something.


Rørlund   You are worth something.


Dina   It’s poor currency in this place.


Rørlund   You’re not seriously thinking of leaving?


Dina   If it weren’t for you, Mr Rørlund, I’d pack my bags tomorrow.


Rørlund   May I … may I ask why you like being with me?


Dina   Because you teach me about beauty.


Rørlund   Beauty?


Dina   Actually, that’s not it. You don’t teach me anything … it’s just that when you talk, you unlock something, and I see beautiful things. 


Rørlund   Such as?


Dina   I don’t know, really.


Rørlund   They are religious truths, these ‘beautiful things’?


Dina   I don’t know if they’re religious truths, I just know they’re … big. And not here.




Pause.





Rørlund   I’m worried about you.


Dina   I suppose that’s better than nothing.


Rørlund   You know how much you mean to me …


Dina   If I were Hilda or Netta you wouldn’t be so sheepish about it in public.


Rørlund   Dina, you don’t understand everything I have to … If there were some guarantee people wouldn’t get the wrong end of the … I stand erect as one of the pillars of the town. The important thing is that you must, you will, be saved. Let’s make a pact. When I’m able, when things have changed, I’ll come to you and ask you to marry me, and you’ll say yes and become my wife. Do you promise?


Dina   Yes.


Rørlund   Thank you, thank you, thank you; know that I love you, I do, I love you, I love –




A noise from Bernick’s study. Rørlund starts.





Please, for my sake, the veranda.




Dina goes to the veranda as Rummel, Sandstad and Vigeland enter from Bernick’s study, followed by Bernick, who is holding a bundle of papers.





Bernick   Then it’s all settled. 


Vigeland   In God’s name, it is.


Rummel   A Norseman’s word is as solid as the Dovrefjeld rocks, Bernick.


Bernick   No one’s to give in. There’ll be opposition, gentlemen.


Rummel   United we stand.


Hilmar   (comes in from the veranda) United? Against the railway?


Bernick   No, Hilmar. For it.


Rummel   Full steam ahead, Mr Tønnesen.


Hilmar   Really?


Rørlund   Full steam?


Betty   (at the veranda door) Karsten, full steam? What do you mean by –


Bernick   Betty … this won’t interest you. (to the men) So, let’s get the lists out, the sooner the better, and with our four names at the top.


Sandstad   Agreed.


Bernick   This is our duty. We’re prominent men: we have to extend our reach.


Rummel   The thing’s as good as built.


Bernick   Oh, I’m convinced of it. Work hard. Tell everyone you know. Men from all ranks, get them talking, then the town council will have to contribute its share.


Betty   Karsten, you have to explain …


Bernick   This isn’t women’s business, Betty.


Hilmar   You’ve really decided to back the railway, after everything? 


Bernick   Of course.


Rørlund   But, Mr Bernick, last year –


Bernick   Was last year. That proposal was for a line along the coast.


Vigeland   Ridiculous, Mr Rørlund: we have steamboats, don’t we?


Sandstad   It was much too expensive, anyway –


Rummel   And it would have wiped out all kinds of businesses in town –


Bernick   It wouldn’t have benefited the community as a whole is the point. So I opposed it, and the decision was for an inland line.


Hilmar   But that won’t reach the towns around here.


Bernick   It’ll reach our town, Hilmar. We’re going to build a branch line.


Hilmar   Ah. A new scheme.


Rummel   A damned good one, don’t you think?


Vigeland   The land is ready-made for a branch line: God clearly intended one.


Rørlund   Are you serious, Mr Vigeland?


Bernick   No, no: I have to own up to much the same thought. I’d never come home from up-country that way … I saw that valley and it hit me like a revelation: a branch line!


Betty   But Karsten –


Bernick   I commissioned a survey … here are the figures … there’s nothing to stop us.


Betty   – why have you been so secretive about it? 


Bernick   You wouldn’t have understood, Betty; and anyway, no one knew till this morning. But this is the turning point: today the hard, honest graft begins. I’m going to see this through, I’d stake everything I have on it.


Rummel   We’re with you, Bernick.


Rørlund   And you really expect benefits for us? From trains?


Dina   We could go for railway trips on Sundays.


Marta   Sssh. (to Rørlund) Weekdays.


Mrs Rummel   Might butter be cheaper if we have a railway, Mr Bernick?


Bernick   Mrs Rummel, it might be. You’ll be richer, that’s for certain. Progress brings prosperity. You won’t know yourselves, the second that first train comes thundering over the ridge. And that land! Let me tell you, it’s fertile; finally we’ll be able to get to it! Think of an immense expanse of productive forest; think of rich mineral deposits waiting to be mined. Of the river with its waterfalls, one after the other … We improve the access, we harness that power, we build factories, right along the line.


Rørlund   And what of improved access to the depraved modern world?


Bernick   Ah, Mr Rørlund, the idea is new – so you’re suspicious. Quite right. But you mustn’t worry. Our busy town sits on firm moral soil; we can all take credit for pumping it clean. It’s simply that your calling is different from mine. So, we men of business extend the town’s wealth and influence – you’ll still do your good work in our classrooms; our wives and daughters will still look after our homes and charities and husbands and sons … (Looks around.) Where’s Olaf? 


Betty   Anywhere but here during the holidays …


Bernick   Down at the harbour again, you mean? If he keeps chancing his arm, he’ll break it.


Hilmar   A little scuffle with the elements never hurt anyone.


Mrs Rummel   Your love for your family is palpable, Mr Bernick.


Bernick   Without family, Mrs Rummel, there is no community –




Knap enters through the main door with the mail and newspapers.





Knap   The mail, Mr Bernick, including a telegram from New York.


Bernick   (takes it) Ah …


Rummel   Mail’s here? Excuse me …


Vigeland   Likewise …


Sandstad   Goodbye, Bernick.


Bernick   We meet again at five, gentlemen, don’t forget.




Rummel, Vigeland and Sandstad exit via the main door, muttering ‘Goodbye’ and ‘See you then’ as they go.





Bernick   (at the telegram) Christ Almighty –


Betty   Karsten?


Bernick   This is beyond the pale, even for Americans. (Thrusts the telegram at Knap.)


Knap   ‘Finish minimum repairs. Stop. Put Indian Girl to sail as soon as possible. Stop. Good season. In event of trouble, cargo will keep her afloat.’ Optimistic. 


Bernick   That cargo! They know she’d sink like lead ‘in event of trouble’.


Rørlund   They can boast and swagger all they like: nothing will hide the fact that Things Are Rotten in America.


Bernick   Profit. And not a second’s thought for that crew. Can the Indian Girl go to sea in four or five days, Knap?


Knap   If Mr Vigeland doesn’t mind us stopping work on the Palm Tree.


Bernick   Yes, well, he will. Open the mail, would you?


Knap   Yes, sir.


Bernick   Did you see Olaf down at the harbour?


Knap   No, sir.




He exits to Bernick’s study.





Bernick   (at telegram) For pity’s sake, eighteen men’s lives …


Hilmar   They’re sea dogs, it goes with the territory. Nothing but a thin wooden plank between you and the abyss? – I like it.


Bernick   I don’t know of a ship-owner here who’d stoop to something so contemptible.




Olaf comes running up the street and in through the garden gate, holding a fishing line.





Oh, thank God …


Olaf   Uncle Hilmar, I’ve been down to see the steamer! There was a circus on board, it’s come ashore! Horses and wild animals and people and –


Mrs Rummel   A circus! We’re to see a circus?! 


Rørlund   I don’t need to see a circus.


Mrs Rummel   No, likewise, I don’t need to see a circus.


Dina   I’d love to see a circus.


Olaf   Me too!


Hilmar   Move on, weakling, nothing but swindles and swindlers. To see a cowboy tearing across the pampas on his snorting steed … now you’re talking.


Olaf   (pulls at Marta’s dress) Aunt Marta, they’re coming!


Mrs Holt   Heavens, he’s right.


Mrs Lynge   How shocking.




Passengers from the steamer and a crowd of townspeople are seen coming up the street.





Mrs Rummel   Definitely circus people. Look at that woman; can you believe her dress? And a knapsack on her back.


Mrs Holt   Tied to her umbrella. Obviously the ringmaster’s wife. See, the freebooter with the filthy beard.


Mrs Rummel   Shield your eyes, Hilda.


Mrs Holt   You too, Netta.


Olaf   He’s bowing to us, Mother!


Bernick   He’s what?


Betty   Olaf, you’re getting carried away …


Mrs Rummel   Good Lord, now that fresh woman is doing the same …


Bernick   She’s what?




Marta gasps involuntarily.





Betty   Marta? 


Marta   It’s nothing, Betty. Absolutely nothing.
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