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Characters







Kenneth Pyper, as an old man


Kenneth Pyper‚ in his thirties


David Craig, in his late twenties


John Millen, in his thirties


William Moore, in his thirties


Christopher Roulston, in his thirties


Martin Crawford, in his early twenties


George Anderson, in his thirties


Nat McIlwaine, in his thirties

























First Performance





Observe the Sons of Ulster Marching Towards the Somme was first performed at the Peacock Theatre, Dublin, in February 1985. The cast was as follows:




Kenneth Pyper (as an old man) Geoff Golden


Kenneth Pyper (as a young man) Bosco Hogan


David Craig Lorcan Cranitch


George Anderson Oliver Maguire


Mat McIlwaine Ian McElhinney


Christopher Roulston Tom Hickey


Martin Crawford Michael Ford


William Moore Mark Lambert


John Millen Niall O’Brien







Directed by Patrick Mason


Designed by Frank Hallinan Flood


Lighting by Tony Wakefield





The play subsequently opened in London at the Hampstead Theatre in July 1986, directed by Michael Attenborough.
























Part One: Remembrance








Low drumbeat. The Elder Pyper wakes.




Pyper   Again. As always, again. Why does this persist? What more have we to tell each other? I remember nothing today. Absolutely nothing.


Silence.


I do not understand your insistence on my remembrance. I’m being too mild. I am angry at your demand that I continue to probe. Were you not there in all your dark glory? Have you no conception of the horror? Did it not touch you at all? A passion for horror disgusts me. I have seen horror. There is nothing to tell you. Those willing to talk to you of that day, to remember for your sake, to forgive you, they invent as freely as they wish. I am not one of them. I will not talk, I will not listen to you. Invention gives that slaughter shape. That scale of horror has no shape, as you in your darkness have no shape. Your actions that day were not, they are not acceptable. You have no right to excuse that suffering, parading it for the benefit of others.


Silence.


I will not apologize for that outburst before you. You know I am given to sudden fits like that. The shock you gave never left my system entirely. I still see your ghosts. Very infrequently. During daylight now. Dear Lord, you are kind in your smaller mercies. Did you intend that we should keep seeing ghosts? It was the first sign that your horrors had shaken us into madness. Some were lucky enough to suffer your visions immediately. Those I belonged to, those I have not forgotten, the irreplaceable ones, they kept their nerve, and they died. I survived. No, survival was not my lot. Darkness, for eternity, is not survival.


Silence.


There is a type of man who invites death upon himself. I thought once this is the stuff heroes are made from. I enlisted in the hope of death. I would be such a man. But mine was not the stuff of heroes. Those with me were heroes because they died without complaint for what they believed in. They taught me, by the very depth of their belief, to believe. To believe in you. What sense could you make of their sacrifice? I at least continued their work in this province. The freedom of faith they fought and died for would be maintained. There would be, and there will be no surrender. The sons of Ulster will rise and lay their enemy low, as they did at the Boyne, as they did at the Somme, against any invader who will trespass on to their homeland. Fenians claim a Cuchullian as their ancestor, but he is ours, for they lay down for centuries and wept in their sorrow, but we took up arms and fought against an ocean. An ocean of blood. His blood is our inheritance. Not theirs. Sinn Fein? Ourselves alone. It is we, the Protestant people, who have always stood alone. We have stood alone and triumphed, for we are God’s chosen.


Silence.


Leave me. Do not possess me. I do not wish to be your chosen.


Silence.


Leave me. Must I remember? Yes, I remember. I remember details. I remember the sky was pink, extraordinarily pink. There were men from Coleraine, talking about salmon fishing. A good man who wanted to enter the Church gave me an orange sash. We sang hymns and played football. That is true, football. Someone said the sky is red today. David said it’s pink. And I looked and I could see again. I saw the sky in him. I knew he would die, for he was turning from earth into air.


Silence. As the light increases, Pyper sees the ghosts appear, Craig, Roulston and Crawford.


You have bestowed your parting gift. Welcome. You look angry, David. Have I hurt you by speaking? I can’t understand your silence. Can you, Roulston, you, Crawford? I envy your happiness together. But you must call as and when you wish. This place is yours when you wish it to be. I want you here. I want you to stay with me. Where are the others? Is Moore still searching for John Millen? Will he never believe Millen cannot be found? If he were found, would he not return here? Moore must stop searching. It is time to rest. I would rest, but when he frees you from his darkness, he asks questions, as if he wishes to remember. Where is Anderson? Still attending McIlwaine? I saw that, you know. Cut in two. Anderson falling on him as if his body could hold McIlwaine’s body together. I looked and saw his blood was the same colour as my blood. When I saw that colour, I felt my blood on fire and no water would ever quench it again. You were right, David. The last battle. I died that day with you.


Silence.


The house has grown cold. Ulster has grown lonely. We discourage visitors. Security. Men my age have been burned in their beds. Fenian cowards. They won’t burn me out with their fire. I have defeated fire before. And you will always defend me. You will always guard Ulster. I miss you. Each day that increases. Is that because I’m coming closer to you? Am I at last leaving earth for air? Tell me. Give me a sign. Touch me. Why are you silent with me? Have I said too much? Have I said enough? Tell me.


Silence.


I want to ask you something. I need your answer before I turn into air. Answer me why we did it. Why we let ourselves be led to extermination? In the end, we were not led, we led ourselves. We claimed we would die for each other in battle. To fulfil that claim we marched into the battle that killed us all. That is not loyalty. That is not love. That is hate. Deepest hate. Hate for one’s self. We wished ourselves to die and in doing so we let others die to satisfy our blood lust. That lust we inherited. The true curse of Adam. I was born knowing there was something rotting in humanity. I tried to preserve that knowledge, David. To die willingly, to die clutching it, but you defied my death. I need defiance now, David. Ulster lies in rubble at our feet. Save it. Save me. Take me out of this war alive. Evil is come upon us. The temple of the Lord is darkness. He has ransacked his dwelling. The Protestant gods die (sings) ‘Fare thee well, Enniskillen, fare thee well for a while, and when the war is over –’


Pyper sees more ghosts rise, Moore, Millen, McIlwaine, Anderson.


You are here at last. Your rest begins. Moore, Millen, Anderson, McIlwaine. I have remarkably fine skin, Anderson. Remarkably fine for a man. Look, David, I’ve cut myself peeling an apple. Kiss it better.


Pyper holds his arms to the ghosts.


Dance in the deserted temple of the Lord. Dance unto death before the Lord.


Pyper sees the ghost of the Younger Pyper. As if introducing that younger self to the other ghosts, he beckons it towards them, invitingly.


Myself. My soul.


Dance. Dance.



























Part Two: Initiation








A makeshift barracks, bedclothes in heaps along the floor. Already in uniform, apart from his jacket, the Younger Pyper has already sorted out some bedclothes. He sits, his army kit beside him, peeling an apple. He cuts himself.




Pyper   Damnation. Blood.


Pyper sucks his thumb. David Craig enters.


Hate the sight of it.


Craig   Sorry?


Pyper   What for?


Craig   I thought you said something.


Pyper   I did.


Craig   To me?


Pyper   No, so don’t apologize.


Craig   Ah, right.


Pyper   I was talking to my blood.


Pyper shows Craig his bleeding thumb.


I was telling it I hate the sight of it.


Craig   Never pleasant to see from man or beast. Lord, this place hasn’t much order about it. Do we have to sleep on the ground?


Pyper   It’s the amount of volunteers from our beloved province. They can’t keep up with us.


Craig   How will they train us all?


Pyper   They won’t.


Craig   We can take any of these bedclothes?


Pyper   I did.


Craig   Right.


Craig sorts out some bedclothes, starts to make up some sort of sleeping space.


Pyper   It won’t stop for hours now.


Craig   It’s only a cut, man. You’re not in your grave.


Pyper   You’re making yours.


Craig   What?


Pyper   I could have taken the finger off myself.


Craig   But you didn’t.


Pyper   That’s not the point. I could have. And why? For the sake of peeling an apple. I was hungry. I had an apple. I wanted to eat it. I had to peel it. And I almost cut my thumb off. You have to take risks in this life.


Craig   You find peeling an apple’s a risk?


Pyper   I cut my finger‚ didn’t I?


Craig   Thumb.


Pyper   Thumb, finger, it’s all the same. Kiss it better, will you?


Craig   Get away home out of that.


Pyper   I can’t go home. I’ve signed up. The army has me. Once you’re in, there’s no getting out.


Craig   Well, you’ll see a lot more than a bleeding thumb before you’re out.


Pyper screams.


Pyper   Now look what you’ve done. You’ve really scared me.


Craig   Who the hell are you?


Pyper   Pyper, sir, Kenneth Pyper.


Craig   Are you sure, Pyper –


Pyper   Call me Kenneth.


Craig   Kenneth, are you a fit man for this life?


Pyper   Yes, sir, I wish to serve, sir.


Craig   I’m not sir. I’m the same rank as you. I’m Craig. David Craig.


Pyper   David –


Craig   Call me Craig.


Pyper   I prefer sir.


Craig   You’re a bit of a mocker, aren’t you, Pyper?


Pyper   Me, sir?


Craig   They’ll soon knock that out of you.


Pyper   I sincerely hope so.


Craig   So do I.


Pyper   Like a piece of apple?


Craig   I’ve work to do.


Pyper   I can’t tempt you?


Craig   Get on with your business and stop this foolishness.


Pyper   Have you ever looked at an apple?


Craig   Yes.


Pyper   What did you see?


Craig   An apple.


Pyper   I don’t. I see through it.


Craig   The skin, you mean?


Pyper   The flesh. The flesh. The flesh.


Craig   What about it?


Pyper   Beautiful. Hard. White.


Craig   Not if it’s rotten.


Pyper   What?


Craig   The apple. You know the saying. One bad apple spoils the barrel.


Pyper   You forgot your shirt, son.


Pyper leaps off his bed, races to Craig carrying a shirt.


Craig   I did not forget my shirt.


Pyper   Yes, you did. Here.


Craig   My shirt is here.


Pyper   Then whose is this?


Craig   It must be your own.


Pyper   No not mine. I’m wearing mine.


Craig   Take your shirt, take yourself and get out of my sight.


Pyper   You don’t want your shirt?


Craig   I don’t want your shirt.


Pyper   Please yourself.


Craig begins to undress, Pyper watching him intently. Craig glares at Pyper. Pyper shrugs, turns his back. When Craig is undressed, Pyper turns rapidly. Craig starts.


Craig   Will you for God’s sake –


Pyper   You’re as scared of me as I am of blood.


Craig   I am not scared of you.


Pyper   Then what are you doing here?


Craig   My country’s at war. I –


Pyper   Did you not join up to die for me?


Craig   For you?


Pyper   It’ll be good sport.


Craig   You’re a madman, Pyper.


Pyper   Am I, David?


Craig   Well, you’re a rare buckcat anyroad.


Pyper   Funny word that.


Craig   Buckcat? It’s a –


Pyper   No. Rare. Are you rare, David?


Craig   When I want to be. Army’s no place for rareness though.


Pyper   Why not? It takes all sorts to make an army.


Craig   True enough. You never know. We could end up dying for each other.


Pyper   No, we couldn’t. I won’t anyway.


Pyper throws Craig the shirt.


A little gift, don’t argue. There’s plenty more where they come from. Get into uniform, David. You’ll catch your death. Then I’ll have to follow suit.


Craig gets into uniform. William Moore and John Millen enter, Moore punching Millen forward playfully.


Millen   You never laid a hand on her.


Moore   Think what you like.


Millen   You wouldn’t know where to put it if I wasn’t there to tell you.


Moore   Would I not?


Millen goes to attack Moore. Moore dodges by greeting Pyper and Craig.


Good morning, chaps. My name is Moore, Willy Moore. This specimen is Millen, John Millen.


Craig   Hello.


Craig goes to shake hands, Pyper abruptly intervenes.


Pyper   Mr Moore? Mr Millen?


Millen   Yes?


Pyper   You know where you are, I take it?


Millen   Supposed to be an army barracks.


Pyper   It is such. And why are you here?


Millen   Who are you?


Pyper   I asked you why you were here, Mr John Millen. I see I had better tell you. You are here as a volunteer in the army of your king and empire. You are here to train to meet that empire’s foe. You are here as a loyal son of Ulster‚ for the empire’s foe is Ulster’s foe. You are here to learn, Mr Millen. Learn to defend yourself and your comrades, and while you are here, you will learn to conduct yourself with respect, respect for this army, respect for your position in this army, and respect for all other positions above you. Since there are no ranks beneath you, you will never be at ease again until you leave this army. Do you understand that clearly?


Millen   Yes.


Pyper   At ease, man.


Pyper salutes and leaves them. Moore and Millen stare at him. Pyper sits cross-legged on the bedclothes, motionless‚ ignoring their stare. Millen and Moore take bedclothes, start to unpack kit. Millen goes to Craig, mouths the question. Who is he?, nodding at Pyper. Craig shrugs innocence.


Moore   You boys just volunteered?


Craig   Aye, I have anyway.


Moore   Where are you from?


Craig   Enniskillen, Fermanagh.


Millen   Know a family Rushton there?


Craig   Can’t say I do. Where do they live?


Millen   A bit outside your own town. Tempo.


Craig   Should know them.


Moore   We’re Coleraine men.


Craig   None better. I’m Craig. David Craig.


Moore and Craig shake hands. Millen goes towards Pyper.


Pyper   David’s the name, David Craig.


Moore   That’s a funny thing. Two boys with the same name.


Craig   His name’s Pyper.


Moore   Then why does he call himself –


Pyper   I have remarkably fine skin, don’t I? For a man, remarkably fine.


Craig and Moore rapidly start getting their beds together.


Millen   Have you indeed? (He notices the others at work. He does so also.)


Pyper   Quite remarkably fine. Soft. I’ve never done a day’s work in my life.


Moore   Lucky man. This is a desperate kip to house us in. Will we have to make these up every morning?


Millen   Where do you think you are? Home? Have you never made up a makeshift bed in your life?


Moore   Woman’s work. You don’t join the army to do woman’s work.


Pyper   No, not a single day. I once nearly starved rather than do a day’s work. In fact I did starve. You wouldn’t think that to look at me, would you?


Millen   Indeed you wouldn’t. Willy, do you sleep on your left side or right?


Moore   Why?


Millen   Your ma warned me you snored. I’m wondering if I should change places.
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