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    Characters




    THE LANDOWNERS




    HERBERT JONES-BATEMAN, seventy




    REGINALD JONES-BATEMAN, nineteen




    FRANCIS JONES-BATEMAN, ten




    BEATRICE JONES-BATEMAN, seventeen




    THE VILLAGE




    COCH BACH Y BALA/JOHN JONES, a convict, sixty




    JOHN JONES JNR, his son, a labourer, nineteen




    CONSTABLE EIFION WINSTANLEY, a policeman, forties/fifties




    SION PRITCHARD, the landlord, fifties




    HELEDD PRITCHARD, the landlady, fifties




    TOMOS PRITCHARD, their son, fourteen/fifteen




    GERAINT OWEN, the vicar, eighties




    VILLAGER 1




    VILLAGER 2
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Setting/Staging





      North Wales. Late September/early October, 1913.




      All action takes place inside The White Horse inn, Llanfair Dyffryn Clwyd.




      Stage right – door to the outside. Very large, double doors (outside).




      Upstage centre – a long bar, with a cellar trapdoor behind it.




      Upstage left – a large fireplace.




      Stage left – stairs or a door that lead to the upper floor of the inn (inside).




      Table, chairs, dartboard. Birdcages behind the bar, empty.




      The inn is warm, rural, welcoming but poverty seeps out of the cracks in the walls.


    




    

      
Note





      John Jones, aka Coch Bach y Bala, was a real person. A notorious but well-loved poacher, thief, jack-of-all-trades, he was famed for his daring prison breaks. On 4 October 1913, John Jones broke out from Ruthin Gaol. On 6 October 1913, he was shot dead by Reginald Jones-Bateman on the Jones-Batemans’ land near Eyarth.




      Apart from that, everything else within this play is entirely fictional and in no way an attempt to tell the true story or portray the true characters of those involved.


    




    

      
Suggested Doubling





      Herbert Jones-Bateman / Geraint Owen




      Reginald Jones-Bateman / Villager 1




      Francis Jones-Bateman / Tomos Pritchard




      Beatrice Jones-Bateman / Villager 2




      Constable Eifion Winstanley / Villager 3


    




    

      
Notes on the Text





      Where a sentence does not have a full stop, the character is still speaking. They are not interrupted or cut off – more that they have something else lined up to say. But don’t get round to saying it.




      Where a character prefix is not followed by a line of dialogue – a pregnant pause.




      Dialogue in brackets are asides for the benefit of certain characters or for the speaker’s own amusement (they are not speaking to the audience).




      This text went to press before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.


    


  




  

    

      

    




    




    

      
ACT ONE





      

        
The Return of Coch Bach y Bala





        September twenty-seventh, ten p.m. Saturday.




        The White Horse, Llanfair Dyffryn Clwyd.




        COCH BACH Y BALA stands on a table. He holds a jug of ale in one hand and everyone else in the room in the palm of the other. He is wet and muddy, disheveled but healthy.




        Also in the inn are SION PRITCHARD, HELEDD PRITCHARD, TOMOS PRITCHARD, JOHN JONES JNR, GERAINT OWEN, VILLAGER 1, VILLAGER 2 and VILLAGER 3. All except GERAINT crowd round COCH BACH. GERAINT sits by the fire, impassive. Asleep? TOMOS, only young, is already drunk.




        COCH BACH is in full flow:




        COCH BACH. But!




        I was sold out. (No!)




        Yes! A Judas in the midst. A narrow-eyed East Anglian by the name of Frank (Frank). Frank had tipped off the prison guards in order to gain an extra dumpling with his stew. And my plan was rumbled.




        Seven long years it had taken me to chew through the wall of that cold cell. Seven long years of gnawing like a rabbit. Look at my teeth! They’re nothing but stumps.




        TOMOS. Look fine to me, Coch.




        COCH BACH. Aye, Tom, but before they were FANGS. Like Caesar I was lucky enough to be born with a mouth full of wolf’s teeth. And good job and all, that wall was two foot thick.




        But!




        The night I was due to make my escape – through the wall, out through the yard, a quick swim down the Thames before making my way to the Dutch Antilles on a trade ship – that night Frank was chewing down on an extra helping of sawdust dumpling with meat and gravy.




        I had trusted him, my cellmate of seven years. Many a long night we had spent chewing that wall together. Turns out it meant nothing to him.




        He’d sold me out




        The game was up (yes, yes, very sad)




        Prison guards. Well, they don’t take kindly to escaping. They’re like that. And old John, well, it was the Hole for him.




        Aye, the Hole! You know the Hole, young Tom?




        TOMOS. It’s. It’s a hole, isn’t it?




        COCH BACH. Well, aye, it is, but let’s try and keep a bit of drama here, shall we?




        TOMOS. A really




        tiny




        COCH BACH. Yes?




        TOMOS. dark hole




        COCH BACH. Oh!




        TOMOS. with teeth




        COCH BACH. Ahhh! (That’s enough now, Tom Bach.) Tiny? An infant boy wouldn’t fit in without folding himself in half. And dark? My grandfather was a trapper in the pits in Ruabon when he were a lad, he used to say the dark down there used to stare back at you. Dark so dark you could see your face in it.




        Well, the Hole is so dark, a man can see his own soul.




        JOHN JNR. And what does your soul look like then, Dad?




        COCH BACH. Like me.




        But taller. More hair. Jowlier.




        Princely.




        SION. Ow’d the hell d’you get out the Hole then?




        COCH BACH. How indeed.




        But they didn’t just put me in the Hole, no! Not me, not Little Turpin. They knew full well there isn’t a prison cell on God’s green earth that can keep Coch Bach y Bala. Not even a tiny one.




        Not a lock designed by man or God that I couldn’t




        TOMOS. Chew through




        COCH BACH. It has been known. They use very cheap metal sometimes.




        No, lad! Stick me in the Hole as I am and the next time you clap eyes on me, I’d have a tan like a Spanish merchant’s arse.




        So! They cuffed my hands behind my back. And manacled my ankles. And lashed the two together, and bent me over so’s I could inspect the soles of my feet. And they fitted a leather mask tight over my face, so’s I couldn’t see and barely breathe.




        Then! (Then…!)




        Then they took a whole bag of thumb screws and applied one, so tight I could hear my blood squeak, onto each and every finger and thumb, so’s I couldn’t use them.




        Then! They did the same with my toes, cos they knows the Welsh Houdini’s got feet like hands, which frightens the ladies but comes in very useful in the bath.




        HELEDD. When you take one.




        COCH BACH. Then! (Cheeky cow.) They turfed me in the Hole, locking the tiny door with eleven different locks, one for each month of the year they intended to keep me there (having December off for frivolities).




        Four of these locks (February, March, July, October, since you ask) were made by King George’s locksmith himself. Locks so impenetrable, so intricate, that they can send a man mad just by looking at the key.




        Then they bricked up the door, leaving just a tiny hole to slide in food, mainly flat things. And situated a hundred guards – expert marksmen all – with rifles, at the door. Just. In. Case.




        It was, as they say




        A bit of a pickle.




        TOMOS. So how’d you escape from that?




        COCH BACH. Well, I didn’t, I stayed there for three weeks before they got bored of feeding me through a tiny hole, so they let me out. One evening after that they forgot to lock my cell door and I strolled out whilst the guards were at supper.




        EVERYONE. Oh!




        COCH BACH. Yeah, they used to do it all the time. Could’ve left any time I wanted, really.




        JOHN JNR. Why didn’t you, then?




        COCH BACH. A man always likes to know where his next meal is coming from.




        And besides, the employment market’s been terrible. Nothing out there for a man like me.




        SION. What, a poacher?




        HELEDD. A thief?




        COCH BACH. Ahem.




        Sailor. Blacksmith. Ironmonger.




        SION. Bullshitter.




        COCH BACH. Agriculturalist, thank you Siony.




        There is shit involved, mind.




        And besides. I had my reasons to stay.




        TOMOS. Like what?




        COCH BACH. Billy Bingham.




        HELEDD. Billy




        COCH BACH. Bingham.




        Grizzled old fella. A lifer. No one knew what he was in for. Not even the screws. Not even the JUDGE. When people’d say ‘What you in for, Billy?’, he’d reply ‘Protection’. ‘What you need protecting from, Billy Bach?’. ‘Not for me’ he’d say. ‘Not for me.’




        So’s we can work out from that, he was some kind of nutter and best off in the clink.




        SION. What then, you liked his stories did you?




        COCH BACH. Some of them. Aye. Some of them.




        Especially one.




        Took me these last seven years to earn his trust. So’s he’d tell me where he’d buried his fortune. His fortune that he oft spoke of.




        TOMOS. And?




        COCH BACH. And what?




        TOMOS. Where is it?




        COCH BACH. As if I’d tell you. Anyway, I found it.




        HELEDD. What was it?




        COCH BACH. Old Billy told me where to look with his dying breath.




        SION. Very convenient, that.




        COCH BACH. So’s after my dip in the Thames, I eschewed the offer of passage to the Dutch Antilles and I hiked for days into the Cotswolds




        TOMOS. Where’s them?




        COCH BACH. Far away, Tom Bach, scary place. Don’t worry about it.




        There. Turning left at the third cow




        JOHN JNR. The third cow in the Cotswolds?




        COCH BACH. and pacing out forty yards to the cracked tree. I found Billy’s treasure. Exactly where he said it was. Disguised as the grave of a royal hound. His fortune.




        HELEDD. What was it?




        COCH BACH. I cleared away the earth and found a chest. A big bloody chest. I heaved this chest out of the ground. And, panting with the effort, I shoved the lid open, the lid heavy as the world.




        And, there. There inside. I saw Billy Bingham’s ‘fortune’. His life’s work. This was what Billy called his ‘fortune’.




        Well, it was a fortune to him. The only thing he loved. The only thing that really made him happy.




        TOMOS. Bet it’s something shit.




        HELEDD. Tomos! Put that ale down.




        COCH BACH. Maybe so. But something worth a million pounds, to Billy.




        HELEDD. What was it?!




        COCH BACH. A million pounds. In gold.




        SION. Shut up.




        HELEDD. Where is it now then, Coch, your million pounds?




        COCH BACH. I used a small amount to buy myself a smart suit and a shiny pair of boots. And I walked to the nearest gambling den and put it all on red.




        Lost the lot.




        Sort of regret it now.




        JOHN JNR. And the suit?




        COCH BACH. Played double or quits. Red again. Bloody fix.




        Walked out of there, then straight here, in naught but my undergarments and socks.




        SION. How come you’re standing there fully clothed then, Coch Bach?




        TOMOS. Yeah, where’re those clothes from?




        COCH BACH. Nicked ’em. From your dad here. Couple of days ago. As I ran through his ‘farm’.




        SION (looking at COCH BACH). He bloody has and all. And what do you mean ‘farm’?




        HELEDD. Looks nice on you that.




        COCH BACH. Fit very well actually.




        SION. I’d have more of a farm if it wasn’t for that badger.




        COCH BACH. What badger?




        SEVERAL. No! / Not the badger! / Don’t get him on the badger! / Don’t bring up the badger!




        SION. I’ll bring the badger up if I want to, I’ll wring its bloody neck.




        COCH BACH. Big necks on badgers.




        GERAINT stands up and makes way to door.




        GERAINT. I’ll be off if we’re talking about this badger again.




        COCH BACH. It’s alive! Good evening, Vicar, I assumed they’d had you stuffed and mounted for sentimental reasons.




        GERAINT. Will you be bringing hell down upon our heads again, John?




        COCH BACH. Could you not stay and give me moral guidance?




        GERAINT. God does not get involved in the affairs of men.




        HELEDD (to VILLAGER 1 and VILLAGER 3). Could you two make sure he doesn’t end up in a hedge again?




        GERAINT, VILLAGER 1 and VILLAGER 3 leave (outside).




        JOHN JNR. You been here a couple of days?




        COCH BACH. Been here a week, boy.




        SION. You bugger. My bloody clothes.




        COCH BACH. I’m a desperate man, Sion. A convict. If I see a nice pair of knickers on your line as I hurdle your hedge, as I evade the slavering jaws of King George’s hounds, well I’ll ’ave ’em for a hat.




        And if that’s a farm, Siony, I’m Lloyd George.




        Listen to this!




        COCH BACH brings out a poster and reads from it.




        WANTED: JOHN JONES, ESCAPED CONVICT




        S’me.




        Aka, The Welsh Houdini. Aka, Little Turpin. Aka, Coch Bach y Bala. Escaped Wandsworth Prison, London, on the evening of twentieth September.




        Slight build (cheeky buggers), red hair (yes), pock-marked face (sea-blasted, I think they’ll find), short (short!). Last seen wearing Wandsworth Prison overalls (obviously).




        Oh ho, this is the best bit! Listen to this…




        HELEDD. Coch? There’s lights coming.




        COCH BACH. Aye, could be old Billy, come for his money.




        TOMOS. No…




        SION (to TOMOS). Don’t be an idiot.




        Best be in the cellar, John.




        COCH BACH. Cellar? First place they’d look, Siony.




        SION. No one goes in my cellar without my say so. Anyway, it’s the only place secure from the outside. Only way in or out is the cellar door here, so off you go.




        HELEDD. Hurry up, John. And can the rest of you try and look normal?




        Normalish.




        TOMOS. How’d you mean?




        HELEDD. Drink! Play cards! Make hubbub.




        TOMOS. Hubbub?




        HELEDD. God give me strength, Tomos Pritchard. TALK.




        TOMOS. To who?




        HELEDD. My God…




        SION. Down you go, Coch. Plenty of beer down there for you. And you’d be used to small dark places, aye?




        HELEDD. Ooh we’ve got some thumb screws and a leather mask somewhere, if you fancy.




        COCH BACH. Now you’re talking.




        SION. Get down there.




        COCH BACH. Eh, give us some of that pheasant stew to go down with.




        HELEDD. No, that’s for the others.




        COCH BACH. I bloody caught ’em.




        HELEDD. Do you know how many of the village I have to try and feed with those two straggly birds you dragged in? You want Mrs Roberts’s boys to go hungry tonight, do you?




        COCH BACH. You’re a saint, Heledd Pritchard. You should be anointed. Or do I mean beatified? What do I mean?




        SION. Down!




        COCH BACH descends into the cellar. The trapdoor is closed. Sion rolls a heavy barrel over the top.




        Everyone spreads out and acts normal. TOMOS and JOHN JNR move very conspicuously to the dartboard and stand as if mid-game. They don’t play but TOMOS stands poised to throw. Everyone is trying to talk and act normal but are anxious about who it could be and can’t help falling into silence when…




        HERBERT, REGINALD and CONSTABLE WINSTANLEY enter (from outside), carrying lanterns. Cold, wet. REGINALD holds a hunting rifle which he props against the bar when he enters.




        TOMOS very deliberately misses the dartboard and tuts theatrically. Throughout the next few minutes, TOMOS will use the distraction to keep stealing mouthfuls of beer, getting progressively more drunk.




        HERBERT. Good evening.




        REGINALD. Good evening.




        HELEDD. Good evening. Good evening, Constable.




        WINSTANLEY. Good evening, Heledd.




        Sion.




        SION. Good evening.




        WINSTANLEY. Tomos.




        TOMOS. Evening.




        WINSTANLEY. John.




        JOHN JNR. Good evening.




        WINSTANLEY (to VILLAGER 2). And who’s this? Is that Macsen’s youngest?




        REGINALD. ‘Everyone.’




        ‘Good evening, everyone.’




        Carry on, Constable.




        WINSTANLEY. Ahem. Certain. ‘Clues’. Have come to our attention. That is to say, certain ‘things’ have been, let’s say, discovered. These ‘things’ or ‘clues’, evidence I suppose you’d call it – except it’s not ‘evidence’




        REGINALD. Where is he?




        WINSTANLEY. Well well, now hang on a minute




        SION. Who’s that?




        HERBERT. The convict, who else?




        REGINALD. John Jones. Where is he?




        SION. I don’t want to sound impertinent but you’re going to have to narrow it down a bit. There’s quite a few John Joneses round here.




        WINSTANLEY. He is right. The only thing we got more of than John Joneses is Richard Joneses and a lot of them are related so it can be perplexing.




        HELEDD. John Jones the miller, perhaps?




        SION. John Jones from Tan y Bryn?




        JOHN JNR. John Jones the schoolmaster?




        HELEDD. My cousin’s a John Jones, perhaps you mean him?




        SION. They wouldn’t want him love. He’s dead.




        HELEDD. That’s right.




        WINSTANLEY. One of my officers is John Jones. Though he does go by ‘Jonny’.




        TOMOS. Yeah, Jonny Jones.




        JOHN JNR. There are four John Joneses in Pwllglas. In the same family.




        HERBERT. Stop playing bloody games.




        WINSTANLEY. That’s true, that. The Joneses. All Johns.




        REGINALD. You know damned well who we mean.




        WINSTANLEY (to JOHN JNR). Hey, and John Jones, you’re a John Jones




        HERBERT. The convict.




        REGINALD. The – what do you call him?




        WINSTANLEY. Ah. Coch Bach y Bala. John Jones.




        REGINALD. Where is he?




        SION. Oh, that John Jones.




        REGINALD. Yes. Do you know where he is?




        SION. London. Having a nice stay in prison, I think.




        HELEDD. Can I take your coats, gentlemen?




        REGINALD. No. Thank you.




        HELEDD. You’re soaked through.




        REGINALD. Thank you. We’re not staying long.




        Thank you.




        SION. Well, sit down at least. Please.




        REGINALD. My father might like to.




        SION gestures to Geraint’s chair near the fire. HERBERT isn’t impressed but doesn’t resist. He sits.




        HERBERT. Thank you.




        HELEDD. Perhaps a drink?




        WINSTANLEY. Lovely.




        REGINALD. No. Thank you. Your hospitality is very kind but we won’t keep you long.




        HERBERT. We know. He’s here.




        HELEDD. Where now?




        WINSTANLEY. Evidence. Artefacts – not artefacts. But things, objects




        SION. Artefacts?




        WINSTANLEY. Not artefacts




        REGINALD. What the constable is trying to say




        Is that we have evidence that John Jones has returned to the area.




        HERBERT. Birds. Rabbits. Even sheep.




        WINSTANLEY. That’s it, animals.




        REGINALD. Look, there’s been more evidence of poaching in the past few days than there has been in the last four years. There’s evidence too that someone has been dwelling on the land.




        SION. To be honest with you, the last time any of us clapped eyes on Coch Bach was in the magistrate’s court




        HELEDD. Oh, now that was something




        SION. Three a.m. he finished his speech. He’d have carried on till daybreak if someone hadn’t woken the judge up.




        JOHN JNR. Only reason he got sent down is he went on too bloody long.




        SION. Did his own defence, didn’t he. Silly bugger. Never did know when to shut up.




        JOHN JNR. Ten years for boring a judge. Bit steep if you ask me but there we are, I’m not an educated man like you.




        REGINALD. Boring a judge?




        SION. To tears.




        REGINALD. As I heard, it was ten years for a vicious assault.




        JOHN JNR. No. That’s lies. Rumours spread by




        REGINALD. How old was she? Seventy?




        JOHN JNR. Seventy-one and it wasn’t him.




        REGINALD. For the princely sum of – what was it? – five pounds?




        JOHN JNR. He was falsely accused. The police done it before, pinned any old crime on him to send him down.




        SION. John was a thief and an impish fella, alright. But not a thug.




        REGINALD. Any old crime? Cracked her skull. Dislocated her jaw. Broke both her wrists




        JOHN JNR. He done things but not that. You didn’t hear him. If you’d’ve heard him…




        ‘Five pounds, your honour? Would I, do something like that, like that, for five pounds? I am the Welsh Houdini. I could steal the crown jewels, your honour. What would I need with five pounds?’




        SION. It’s true, you see. Coch only nicked things he didn’t need.




        To prove a point.




        He didn’t survive by it. If he had the choice between lifting a purse or an amusingly shaped object of little or no value. Well. You get the idea.




        REGINALD. Well, whatever he was in prison for, and frankly I don’t care, he’s out.




        And he’s here.




        And we think you know where.




        (To JOHN JNR.) Know where your father is?




        JOHN JNR. I was twelve. Wouldn’t even recognise him if he walked through the front door right now.




        The front door opens. The wind howls. An old man, bent over, swaddled in a ragged cloak, slowly enters (outside). REGINALD closes the door for him and helps the old man to a chair, which he sits down in slowly and awkwardly – he makes a scene of it.




        COCH BACH. The wind out there could blow the eyelids off a horse.




        Everyone in the pub knows it’s COCH BACH. WINSTANLEY suspects something is up but doesn’t know for sure. HERBERT and REGINALD are unaware. The locals in the pub react, secretly, in their own way – shock, anger, admiration, joy, fear. Some struggle to conceal their sniggers.




        REGINALD. That’s it, that’s it. There we are. Nasty night. Gosh, you’re freezing.




        COCH BACH (looking around). Oh…




        Evening all.




        HELEDD. Good evening. Sir.




        SION. Hello. You alright there?




        COCH BACH. I am just a poor old man. A poor, hungry old man. Ignore me. Pretend I am not there. Just a poor, hungry, cold old man, buffeted by the wind, lashed by the rain, barked at by sheep




        REGINALD. Good evening. I don’t think I – Are you local?




        COCH BACH. Me?




        REGINALD. Do you all know this gentleman? He is freezing.




        HELEDD. Oh yeah. Old… Tim.




        SION. Old Tim! Regular he is, Old Tim.




        COCH BACH. Evening.




        HELEDD. Lives in Ruthin. Must’ve walked, silly old thing.




        REGINALD. That’s a hike in this weather. Old Tim.




        Reginald Jones-Bateman.




        This is my father. Herbert.




        You’re soaking! He’s soaking.




        The wind is




        We own the land here.




        COCH BACH. Well done.




        REGINALD. I think Tim could use some supper. I can smell cooking. Hearty, homely… Cooking.




        What do you think, Old Tim? I’m happy to buy you supper on a night like this. It’s the least we could do.




        COCH BACH. Thank you. Now this is a gentleman, I can tell. The rest of you…




        REGINALD. You are welcome.




        You all think that we’re




        COCH BACH. And ale.




        REGINALD. And. Ale. My pleasure.




        What have you got on?




        HELEDD. Um. Soup.




        COCH BACH. Smells like pheasant. To me.




        But then I’m a silly old man, thrashed by weather conditions




        HERBERT. Pheasant?




        HELEDD. Well…




        COCH BACH. Pheasant stew. Mmm! I do love a pheasant stew.




        WINSTANLEY. Pheasant, eh? And where did you get these pheasants from, Heledd? Sion?




        HERBERT. An old friend of yours has been poaching our pheasants. Funny that, isn’t it?




        COCH BACH. Aye, that’ll be it. Heh heh! Someone – heh heh heh! – someone will’ve poached from your land. And – heehee! – flogged ’em to the pub here. Which is also on your land, heh heh!




        REGINALD. I see.




        SION. We did. Buy some pheasants. From a man.




        Who was passing through.




        Said they were his.




        REGINALD. His pheasants?




        SION. We had no idea they might have been poached.




        REGINALD. Perhaps, Mr Pritchard, you could be a bit more discerning about who you purchase from in the future




        HERBERT. Expensive. Aren’t they? Pheasants.




        WINSTANLEY. Very dear.




        SION. He gave us a very good price. I think they were




        Going off.




        HERBERT. Friend of yours, was he?




        WINSTANLEY (to Reginald). Mr Jones-Bateman, I have a thought.




        Perhaps this man, the one who sold them the pheasants, was the man we are looking for. John Jones.




        REGINALD. Yes. That’s what we’re getting at.




        WINSTANLEY. Should we ask them?




        REGINALD. Why don’t you?




        WINSTANLEY. Ahem. Sion. Heledd. Everyone.




        This… gentleman, the one who sold you the pheasants. Was he a small-ish fellow. ‘So’ high. Slight build. Bright red hair. Pock-marked face. Jaunty gait




        HERBERT. Constable Winstanley.




        WINSTANLEY. Yes?




        HERBERT. Stand down.




        WINSTANLEY. Right.




        REGINALD. Mrs Pritchard, will you fetch Old Tim a bowl of pheasant stew?




        You’ll forgive me if I don’t reach for my purse. However, I feel I may have already contributed enough to the meal.




        And could you bring the rest of the pot to me.




        HELEDD. The whole pot?




        REGINALD. Yes.




        HELEDD. And how would you like me to serve it?




        REGINALD. Just please bring me the pot.




        HELEDD leaves (inside).




        Tim. You are being fed tonight courtesy of, well partially my father and me, but predominantly courtesy of John Jones. Coch…




        WINSTANLEY. Coch Bach y Bala.




        REGINALD. Bach y Bala.




        COCH BACH. No…!




        REGINALD. You know him? Very good.




        COCH BACH. Young Coch Bach! Young John! Heh heh!




        JOHN JNR. Old Tim knows him very well. They go back years.




        REGINALD. Good. Perhaps you can help us.




        HELEDD enters (inside) with a bowl of stew, which she hands to COCH BACH.




        Here you are, Tim.




        COCH BACH. Ahhh. Pheasant stew. My favourite.




        HELEDD. Enjoy.




        HELEDD leaves again (inside), COCH BACH eats.




        REGINALD. Whilst you eat, Tim, have a little think about John Jones. Bring him to the front of your mind.




        COCH BACH. Aye, aye.




        During the next speech, HELEDD returns (inside) with a very large, heavy cooking pot full of stew. Still talking, REGINALD takes the pot, opens the front door, and pours the stew into the mud outside. Before finishing his speech, he hands the pot back to HELEDD, who takes it away.




        REGINALD. When my father bought Eyarth, we were handed the keys to the Hall, the deeds to the land. And John Jones.




        Not physically, he was in Wandsworth Prison four years ago when we arrived from India. But the previous owners made one thing very clear. John Jones was part of the deal. Nothing to be done about him, they said. He was a weed. Not a tree that could be felled, or a river that could be diverted. A weed. That would keep growing and growing no matter how many times you thought you’d finally seen the end of it. Be grateful, they said, that you’ll have a period without him. And pray he dies down there.




        We thought he would. But he didn’t.




        And now he’s back.




        And we’ve come to / weed the garden.




        HERBERT (cutting him off). We want the bastard out.




        REGINALD. How’s the stew?




        COCH BACH. Needs more pheasant.




        REGINALD. Where’s Old Tim’s ale? Come on, I thought this place could show some good old-fashioned rural hospitality. This is a thirsty pilgrim!




        HELEDD pours a pint of beer. She hands it to COCH BACH when she’s done.




        John Jones is in the area. It is impossible that someone hasn’t seen him, it is impossible that he can hide without detection, therefore someone




        COCH BACH. Oh ho! They didn’t tell you everything about Coch Bach then.




        REGINALD. I’ve heard ALL about John Jones. I’ve had four years, Tim, of John Jones. Every second sentence out of someone’s mouth round here is about John Jones, and he hasn’t even been here for seven years. I am well aware of what they say about John Jones.




        I joined the army to get away from John Jones but they put me in a local regiment and lo and behold everyone there has a tale about him too.




        We were in Africa!




        Tell me, go on, tell me, any one of you. Tell me something I don’t know about John Jones.




        Go on.




        TOMOS. Bet you don’t know he stole a lion from a travelling circus and rode it around like a horse. In Denbigh.




        REGINALD. Heard it.




        JOHN JNR. He walked from Bangor to Milford Haven in one day. One day!




        REGINALD. Yep.




        TOMOS. He’s escaped from every prison he’s been in. Twice some of them.




        REGINALD. Yes, well I wouldn’t get very far without hearing that one, would I.




        JOHN JNR. He stole, brick by brick, the town hall in Bala and rebuilt it in a field near Corwen. And they only noticed when the mayor felt a draft.




        REGINALD. Heard that one. Good one.




        WINSTANLEY. He did once steal my uniform. By the time I’d caught up with him he’d arrested half the congregation in Llanbedr church, on the grounds their hymns were sung so badly they’d offended our Lord.




        REGINALD. And do you hear what you’re describing? A thief.




        People talk about him as if he’s a hero. Like a – a – a – magician. Houdini! Houdini hasn’t spent half of his life behind bars. Houdini doesn’t steal every scrap of food he puts in his mouth. Houdini isn’t bloody Welsh.




        Listen to yourselves. The man’s an outlaw. A poacher. A thief. A criminal. A villain. A thug. What else?




        Now, tell me, tell me one thing about John Jones that paints a different picture. Because he is, above all, just a man. He’s not magic. He’s a man.




        COCH BACH. He’s not a man.




        He’s a prince.




        REGINALD. Is he?




        COCH BACH. Look.




        COCH BACH reveals two small birds in his cloak. He cups them in his hand. They are silent.
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