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First Performance





The Promise was first presented on 17 February 2010 at the Orange Tree Theatre, London, with the following cast:




Chaim Weizmann  Jonathan Tafler


Herbert Samuel  Richard Clothier


Venetia Stanley  Miranda Colchester


Herbert Asquith  Christopher Ravenscroft


Edwin Montagu  Nicholas Asbury


Arthur Balfour  Oliver Ford Davies


Rabbi Joseph  Sam Dastor


David Lloyd  George Patrick Brennan


Alfred Milner  Michael Sheldon


Max Beaverbrook  Colin Stinton


Lord Curzon  Sam Dastor


Abdullah  Sam Dastor







Director  Alan Strachan


Designer  Sam Dowson


Lighting  John Harris
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Act One
























ONE Samuel’s Office, 1914








As the house lights come down and the audience settles, the sound fades up on a contemporary news report relating to the Israel–Palestine conflict. The report is replaced by another. Then another and another, covering a range of events but all relating to Israel–Palestine.


Eventually, the sound fades out and the lights come up on a ministerial room in Whitehall, London. It is 10 December 1914.


Chaim Weizmann, forty and balding with a moustache and goatee beard and wearing a suit, sits nervously in a chair, sideways on to the audience.


Facing him is a large desk and behind that an empty chair.


Pause.


He looks at his watch.


Then continues waiting anxiously.


He gets up and wanders round the room.


He catches sight of himself in the mirror over the mantelpiece and goes over to it.


He checks his appearance in the mirror. Then smoothes his hair down.


Suddenly, the door opens and Herbert Samuel enters. He is forty-four and has thick wavy hair and a neatly trimmed moustache.


Weizmann, who speaks with a Russian accent, swings round to meet him.




Samuel   Dr Weizmann.


Weizmann   Yes.


Samuel   Herbert Samuel.




He advances with an outstretched hand.


Weizmann shakes it.





Samuel   Sorry you’ve had to wait. Today’s Cabinet lasted a little longer than usual. Do sit down.


Weizmann   Thank you.




He sits down as Samuel closes the door before returning to his seat.





Samuel   So. What can I do for you?


Weizmann   Well, if you don’t mind, I’d rather wait for Mr Lloyd George before I begin. (He looks at his watch.) What time do you expect him?


Samuel   Ah, yes, um … actually, I’m afraid the Chancellor can’t make it this afternoon after all.


Weizmann   (hugely disappointed) Oh …


Samuel   Yes, the Prime Minister needed him at short notice on some urgent war business.


Weizmann   I see. (Abruptly getting up.) Very well. I needn’t detain you any longer then. I’ll arrange to see him some other time.




He moves towards the door.





Samuel   Wait a minute. You don’t have to go. I’m still here.




He smiles.





Weizmann   Yes, but I think it would be better to wait till Mr Lloyd George is present. I gather that he is especially interested in my cause.


Samuel   And how do you know I’m not?




Weizmann hesitates.





Weizmann   Look, to be frank Mr Samuel, it is the Chancellor I particularly wanted to see. I only came here because I was assured he would be present. Indeed, I would have preferred to see him alone, but I understand he requested your presence.


Samuel   (taken aback) Well, thank you for your honesty. But I still don’t understand why you won’t talk to me.




Weizmann thinks.





Weizmann   Well, let’s just say that in my experience, men of your … type are not sympathetic to my point of view.


Samuel   And what type is that?




Weizmann smiles.





Weizmann   Mr Samuel, you are a rich, English Jew and have always been so. A member of the British Cabinet – the first practising Jew I believe ever to reach that position. So, you have no need to support radical causes. No reason to ‘rock the boat’ … I, on the other hand, am a poor Russian Jew, from a small town in the Pale of Settlement, which the Russian Government so kindly reserves for its six million Jews. Or at least I was until I came to England. I represent people who have nothing to lose. So, you see, we have little in common. Besides our …


Samuel   Religion?


Weizmann   It is more than that.


Samuel   How so?




Weizmann hesitates.





Since you’re here, you might as well say what you have to say.




Beat.





Weizmann   Very well.




He pauses.





Consider for a moment … if you will … the history of our people over the last two thousand years.




Samuel raises his eyebrows.





Now it is, is it not, primarily a history of persecution and expulsion?




Samuel cannot deny it.





Since the Romans drove us out of Palestine, we have been expelled from England, France, Spain, Portugal, Austria, Hungary, Bavaria, Silesia, the Crimea … I could go on.


Samuel   But that was hundreds of years ago.


Weizmann   True, and I admit that in the West at least, matters have improved somewhat. But in the East – in Russia, Poland, Romania – well … the last thirty years have been the worst.




Pause.





Samuel   So, what do you suggest?


Weizmann   To me, it is obvious. We must return to our homeland, in Palestine. It was in Palestine that we lived as a nation and produced the highest fruits of our genius. Palestine alone, of all the countries on which the Jew has set foot, has an abiding place in his heart. So it is in Palestine that we must build our future.




He pauses.





Now, obviously, there is a problem in that Palestine is currently ruled by Turkey. But if only Britain was to help us, then that problem could easily be overcome.




Samuel smiles.





Samuel   Yes, well –


Weizmann   (interrupting) Please, before you dismiss the idea, let me finish. Because I would like to tell you how far we have already come. These last thirty years, since the pogroms started, thousands of Russian and Romanian Jews have gone to Palestine, despite all the difficulties the Turks put in our way. We have created settlements, where we grow grapes and oranges, olives and sesame. We have built schools and are bringing the Hebrew language back to life. And before the war began, I myself secured the backing of Baron Edmond de Rothschild for a Hebrew University in Jerusalem.


Samuel   Really?


Weizmann   Yes. Now, of course, the war has interrupted everything. But as soon as we can, we shall go on with our work, bringing more and more people in, buying more and more land, building up the Jewish community, bit by bit, step by step, until eventually, however long it takes, whatever obstacles are put in our way, the Jews shall once again live as a nation in Palestine.




Samuel smiles.





But no doubt you regard all this as a dream and a fantasy.




Samuel hesitates.





Samuel   As a matter of fact … I don’t.




Weizmann is surprised.





Though I have never spoken of it publicly, I have always had great sympathy with the Zionist cause. And now Turkey has allied herself with Germany, well … I think it may at last be possible to make the dream come true.




He smiles.


Weizmann smiles back at him in disbelief.


The lights fade.



























TWO Alderley Park, 1915








The garden of Alderley Park in Cheshire, the country home of Lord Stanley. It is a warm spring morning.


Venetia Stanley, twenty-seven and good-looking in a dark, thoughtful way, sits on a bench working on a piece of embroidery depicting a tropical scene with animals and palm trees.


She seems agitated about something as she works away at the embroidery.


She pricks herself with the needle.




Venetia   Damn.




She looks at her finger.


Then sucks it before continuing.


Pause.


Herbert Henry Asquith (sixty-two), a shortish, stocky-ish man with grey hair, enters and stops.





Asquith   Ah, here you are …




He looks at her adoringly.


Venetia looks up.





Venetia   Prime Minister.


Asquith   No, don’t move. You look so perfect just sitting there with your tapestry. It’s at moments like this when I know why we’re fighting this war.




Venetia smiles, without being taken in.





Venetia   Is Margot here?


Asquith   Yes. But I left her with your mother.


Venetia   Ah …


Asquith   I couldn’t wait to see you.




He keeps looking at her.


She feels uneasy.





Venetia   Yes, well … I’ll get you some coffee.




She begins to get up.





Asquith   No, please, stay where you are. I’d rather just sit here with you.




Venetia hesitates for a moment.





Venetia   Very well.




She sits back down. Asquith sits down beside her and watches her as she does her embroidery.





Asquith   It’s going to be just us this weekend, isn’t it? Besides your parents, I mean.


Venetia   No, actually. I’ve invited Edwin too.


Asquith   (annoyed) I thought he was going to Passover at his mother’s?


Venetia   Yes, well, he only stays for the Friday night. He’s coming on this morning.


Asquith   Oh, Venetia, must you invite him to everything? You see far too much of him in London as it is. Remember that poem I wrote for you.




Venetia, though a Christian child,


Sprung from an Aryan stem,


Frequents, too easily beguiled,


The silken tent of Shem.







He looks at her.





Venetia   I like Edwin.


Asquith   Oh, I like him. Very much. He’s my most loyal colleague. My most devoted servant. But I’d rather be alone with you.


Venetia   Well, you’d better make the most of it now then, hadn’t you?




He smiles.





Asquith   Quite right.




She continues doing her embroidery.





Now, put that aside for a moment please, and let me look at your hands.




She does so unenthusiastically and he takes her hands in his.





Ah, they are worth more than a king’s ransom to me.




He looks concerned.





But what’s this?


Venetia   I just pricked my finger.


Asquith   Oh … Still, no sign of your work at that horrible hospital yet, thank God.


Venetia   (gently removing her hands) I’ve only been there a week.


Asquith   I still don’t understand why you have to go there at all. I hate the thought of you ministering to those diseased wastrels.


Venetia   I don’t have to. I want to.


Asquith   Yes, that’s the trouble. You are so good. Your sense of duty impels you. You want to relieve distress, don’t you? Do your bit.


Venetia   No, actually. I just thought it would be more interesting when a war’s going on working in a hospital in the East End than spending all my time in a country house in Cheshire.


Asquith   Nonsense. That’s just your minimising way of talking.


Venetia   No, it isn’t. I’m not at all as you think I am, you know. I’m not a bit good. I’m not trying to improve myself morally. I just follow my inclination and interest.




Asquith smiles at her uncertainly.





Asquith   I confess, I still don’t understand you fully. Perhaps that’s why I find you so fascinating.




Venetia returns wearily to her embroidery.





Venetia   Anyway, tell me what you’ve been up to. I love to know what’s going on in the war and the papers never tell me.


Asquith   I should hope not, if the censors are doing their job properly. But I know I can trust you. You have never let me down.




He looks at her but she avoids his eyes.





So, I will tell you our most secret news.




Venetia stops doing her embroidery and looks at him.





We’ve decided to open another theatre.




Venetia is fascinated.





Venetia   Really?


Asquith   Well, what with the stalemate on the Western Front, we have to do something.




She thinks.





Venetia   Where?


Asquith   Well, we had a choice between Lloyd George’s idea of landing a hundred thousand men in Syria to cut off the Turks retreating from Egypt, and Winston’s idea of trying to force the Dardanelles to help Russia. Anyway, Kitchener prefers Winston’s as it’s a solely naval attack and therefore won’t cost us so much in terms of ammunition and men. So we’re going with that.


Venetia   I see. How’s Lloyd George taken it?


Asquith   Not well. And I confess Admiral Fisher has his doubts too, but Winston says that if the naval bombardment alone is insufficient we can always land a small force at Gallipoli to finish the job. After which, with Russia properly supplied, the war could be over within three months.




Venetia considers this.





Venetia   It seems worth the risk then, doesn’t it?


Asquith   I hope so … Oh, what a wise counsellor you are. I feel much better about it now I’ve spoken to you.




She can’t help but smile.





You know, I was thinking this morning, it’s now exactly three years since I made my discovery of the real you. Do you remember? We were sitting in the dining room of that house I’d been lent on the edge of the New Forest – just after you and Violet and Montagu and I had come back from Sicily – and we were talking and laughing, just the two of us, on our old accustomed terms, you being no more to me than my daughter’s friend. And then suddenly, in a single instant, the scales dropped from my eyes, your features and smile and gestures assumed an absolutely new perspective and I knew that I had come to a turning point in my life. And so it has proved.




He looks at her.





And since this war began … well, my life would be intolerable without you.




Venetia avoids his eyes.





Promise me you’ll never marry.




Venetia hesitates.





Venetia   Why? It would make no difference to my feelings for you.


Asquith   But it would devastate me.




Venetia is troubled.





Venetia   Why?


Asquith   Because it would ruin everything. Don’t you see? I would no longer be able to confide in you all my greatest hopes and fears, all the most secret of state secrets. That deep confidence and trust that exists between us would immediately be broken and I’d be left without comfort and support, unable to cope.


Venetia   But I’m twenty-seven. I shall have to marry some time.


Asquith   Then at least wait till I’m dead.


Venetia   I might be dead by then too, or too old.


Asquith   Nonsense, I can’t be long for this world, not with the strain I’m under …




He reflects.


Venetia looks at him with concern.


He sees her and perks up.





But then, when I’m gone, I want you to marry the most wonderful man in the world. So that if, like Moses, I may not enter the Promised Land, but only see it from afar, I can still think of it always, with its milk and honey and grapes and the rest – which I am not allowed to touch – as possessed and enjoyed by someone worthier than I could ever hope to be.




He smiles and takes her hand again.


At this moment, Edwin Montagu wanders towards them, wary of interrupting. He is thirty-six but looks older, prematurely balding, slightly untidy with a moustache less well trimmed than his cousin Herbert Samuel’s and wearing a monocle in his left eye.


Venetia sees him first and withdraws her hand from Asquith.





Venetia   Hello, Edwin.


Montagu   Venetia.


Asquith   Ah, Montagu.


Montagu   Prime Minister.




A little pause.





Venetia   How was Passover?


Montagu   Well … it’s over. What more can I say?




They smile.





But Prime Minister, I must talk to you urgently. In private.


Asquith   Nonsense. Venetia and I have no secrets from each other, do we, Venetia?




Venetia smiles uncomfortably and glances at Montagu.





Montagu   Very well. (Beat.) It’s being said that the attacks on you in The Times are part of Northcliffe’s campaign to supplant you with Lloyd George, who will then form a coalition with Balfour as Foreign Secretary.




Asquith takes it in.





Asquith   Yes, so I’ve heard.


Montagu   You’ve heard?


Asquith   Yes. And I’ve spoken to Lloyd George about it.




Edwin and Venetia are surprised.





Montagu   What did he say?


Asquith   He denied it. Indeed, he said he owed me everything and would rather break stones, dig potatoes or be hanged and quartered than be disloyal to me.


Montagu   And you believe him?


Asquith   Certainly. And as for what The Times has been saying, he says Kitchener is the real culprit because, in spite of every warning, he has neglected up to the eleventh hour a proper provision of munitions – but as he’s a Tory, or supposed to be, The Times is reluctant to attack him and so is attacking me instead. All of which I find far more plausible than these rumours that Lloyd George is conspiring with that snake Balfour.


Montagu   Well, I hope you’re right.


Asquith   Of course I’m right. That’s why I’m Prime Minister.




He smiles at Venetia.





(To Montagu.) Oh, by the way, I’ve just had the most extraordinary memorandum from your cousin.


Montagu   Oh yes, what about?


Asquith   Palestine.




Montagu is surprised.





Montagu   Palestine?


Asquith   Yes, and Zionism. Didn’t you get a copy?


Montagu   No.


Asquith   Oh, that’s odd. Well, I dare say you will.




Montagu looks troubled.





Anyway, I’d better go and say hello to Venetia’s parents or they’ll think I only come here to admire their daughter.




Asquith smiles at Venetia and goes.


Montagu watches him go, thoughtfully.





Venetia   What’s Zionism?


Montagu   A movement to return the Jews to Palestine. Mount Zion is in Jerusalem.


Venetia   Oh. (She thinks.) How interesting …


Montagu   Ludicrous more like. You can’t turn the clock back eighteen hundred years.


Venetia   Eighteen hundred years?


Montagu   That’s when the Romans kicked us out.


Venetia   Ah … Yes, now I come to think of it, in the Bible you all seemed to be there … and now you’re everywhere.
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