The Price of Courage
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Dramatis personae:

Private Wilfred Billard, an experienced soldier, aged 27

Private ‘Jimmy’ Johnson, very young
Private Joshua ‘Prof’ Rosenthal, in his early 30s
Corporal Henry Wilson, in his 30s
Sergeant-Major George Taylor, an older man
Scene I:
(June 1916.  A fire-bay in a British front-line trench in northern France during the First World War. There is a ‘traverse’( at each side of the fire-bay.  It is night-time.  Lancashire male voices are singing off stage, in the distance:
[To the tune of The Church’s One Foundation]
We are Fred Karno’s army,

The ragtime infantry;

We cannot fight, we cannot shoot,

No bloody good are we!

And when we get to Berlin,

The Kaiser he will say,

Hoch hoch! Mein Gott,

What a bloody fine lot

Are the ragtime infantry!
Johnson is kicking a football desultorily against the parapet.  Rosenthal is reading a book, sitting propped against the sandbags of a traverse.  Enter Billard.  He dribbles the ball away from Johnson.  They briefly play football against one another, then Billard gives up.)
Billard: Oh, you’re too quick for me, Jimmy.  I’m dead beat. I don’t know how those Accrington lads have got the energy left for singing. (flops down against the traverse  opposite Rosenthal.)
Rosenthal: Perhaps they've not spent the last seven nights slaving away digging communication trenches like us!

Billard: No, Prof, you're wrong there, pal.  They've have been digging saps out into No Man's Land.  Rather them than me.  You can easy cop a packet on that game.

Johnson: (sits on the fire-step, bouncing the ball) I bet they haven't got a slave-driver like Corporal Wilson!  You don’t get time to spit with him!
Rosenthal: Oh, he's not so bad!  He's been pretty fair with me so far.  He’s easy enough to get on with. Looks after his own lads, they say.  I've only known him a couple of months.  Wilf knows him better.  You've been with him for ages, haven't you, Wilf?

Billard: Yes, nearly a year now, ever since Loos( last October.
Johnson: Loss?  What loss?

Rosenthal: The Battle of Loos.  L-O-O-S, (sarcastic) a great triumph for British tactics.

Billard: I'll say!  It was a bloody shambles!

Rosenthal: Bloody’s the right word for it.

 Billard: What do you know about it, Prof?  You've not been in the Army two minutes.  How come you're such an expert?

Rosenthal: Well, as a matter of fact, I am a bit of an expert on battles.  
Johnson: Yeah! He teaches all about wars and that at the University!  He’s told me!
Billard: We're not talking about Napoleon and Cromwell here!

 Rosenthal: I stand corrected, Wilf, but I have read about Loos.

 Billard: Where?  In the papers?  You won't read the truth in the papers.  The authorities aren't keen on the truth, when it doesn't suit them.

 Johnson: (puts the ball down) What is the truth then, Wilf?  Funny name for a battle, Loss!  Did we lose, then?

 Rosenthal: Everybody loses, Jimmy.  Everybody loses in war.

 Billard: My God!  You're a bit of a Job's comforter, Prof!  What the hell have you joined up for, if you feel like that about it?

 Rosenthal: I’m a patriot.  Simple as that.  Just like Jimmy here.

 Billard: With a name like Rosenthal?  That's a Jew-boy name, isn't it?  Sounds a bit German as well!

 Rosenthal: Whereas you have a nice Froggy name.  Billard, that's a Froggy name isn't it?

 Billard: (jumps to his feet) That's as may be, but I'm no Frog!  British through and through, me!

 Rosenthal: (gets up and confronts Billard.) And so am I.  I am Jewish, but I'm certainly not German.  As I told you, I'm a patriot.  If you want to know why I joined up, I'll tell you.  It's because stupid people, people who thought my family were Germans, kept smashing the windows of my parents' shop -- drove them out of business in the end.  Broke my dad’s heart! I joined up to make a point.  To people like you, Wilf.

 Billard: I'm sorry, Josh.  I don't know what to say.  You're a good lad.  A bit of a boffin, like, but a good lad.  I spoke out of turn.  Shake on it?  (Rosenthal nods.  They shake hands.  There is a long pause, until Johnson breaks the silence.)  

 Johnson: I don't know about you two, but I'm dying to get my hands on some Boche!

 Billard: Boche?  Hark at you!  They're not Boche, they're Fritz, or Jerry, if you like, but not Boche!

 Johnson: That's what they call them in the village!  Any road up, I want to get some blood on my bayonet!  I can't wait for tomorrow morning!  It can't come soon enough for me!

 Billard: I'd be careful what you wish for, if I were you.

 Rosenthal: You’re a bloodthirsty bugger, Jimmy!  I'll give you that!  No sign of battle nerves with you!

 Johnson: Come on then, Wilf!  Tell us about this Battle of Loos.  What was it like?  How many did you get?

 Billard: You don't want to hear about that, son.  Horror stories are not a good idea before battle.

 Johnson: No, come on Wilf!  Play the white man!  Tell us!  I need something to get my blood up!

 Billard: All right!  You asked for it, young un! 
It wasn't far from here.  Further east, I'd say.  I never was much for geography at school.  The Prof will tell you, if you want to know exactly.  The Big Push, they called it.

 Johnson: I thought this was supposed to be called The Big Push.

 Billard: You’re right, son, it is.  They don’t have much imagination, the generals.  
Corporal Wilson had just been transferred to our unit -- that's when I first met him.  A good thing for me, too.  He saved my life, did Corporal Wilson.  We were with the fifth North Staffs, 137th Brigade, part of the attack on Hohenzollern Redoubt.
 Johnson: Redoubt?  What's a redoubt?  (Billard hesitates, seems uncertain)

 Rosenthal: It's a fortress.  A stronghold.

 Billard: That's what I was going to say.  It was a strong-point, a huge artillery and machine-gun emplacement that Fritz had set up overlooking the battlefield, with a slag heap behind it called Fosse 8, where they could get a good view.

I can see it now. (He looks down at his feet, gathering his thoughts.) 
As flat as a pancake it was, as far as the eye could see, apart from the Fosse.
They told us it was going to be a piece of cake.  Artillery bombardment was supposed to have softened Fritz up.  On the dot at two in the afternoon we set off.  October 13th.  My twenty-seventh birthday.  It was a perfect sunny day. The wind was in the right direction, so the generals decided to use poison gas against the Jerries.  Smoke-bombs as well, to cover our advance.  The wind changed and the gas blew the wrong way.  The smokescreen worked all right, though.  Well, until we got the other side of it, but as soon as they saw us we were sitting ducks.  We walked towards the Redoubt, shoulder to shoulder in a line.  They just picked us off.  We were the lucky ones, though!  The 5th South Staffs were there five minutes before us, and they say every single man and officer was shot.
 Rosenthal: I'd rather not hear any more.  I'm going in the dugout to write a letter home.  (He mutters to himself as he exits) You never know, it might be the last chance I get. (Exit)
 Johnson: Bloody hell, Wilf!  I didn't know it was like that.

 Billard: You wanted to know.  Now you do.

(Enter Cpl Wilson.  His face is disfigured by a large scar.  He wears an eye-patch.)

Cpl Wilson: Still awake, boys?  I thought you'd be getting your beauty sleep.  Especially you, Billard.  If anybody needs beauty sleep, it's you!  Don't you agree, Private Johnson?

 Johnson: Oh yes, corp, I don't think I've ever seen anybody as ugly as Wilf!  Except …. (he looks at Wilson’s face) Except Private Rosenthal, of course.

 Billard: Pipe down, Babyface.  Go and put some cream on your nappy rash!

Cpl Wilson: Where is Private Rosenthal?

 Johnson: He's gone in the doings to write a letter home to mummy.  (He shouts) Rosenthal!  Come on out!  The corporal wants you.

(Enter Rosenthal, pen and in paper in hand.)

 Rosenthal: Yes, corporal?

Cpl Wilson: I've got some news for you all.  The Big Push is being put off.  For two days.

 Johnson: Oh no!  Two more days!

 Rosenthal: Looks like you'll have to control your blood-lust a bit longer, Jimmy.

 Billard: That’ll make it July the first.  A nice way to start a new month.  Attack at dawn, I presume.

Cpl Wilson: I’d say so.  That makes sense.

 Billard: What's the reason for the delay?

Cpl Wilson: Ours is not to reason why.

 Rosenthal: Ours is but to do or die.  Charge of the Light Brigade.  Alfred Lord Tennyson.

 Johnson: Into the valley of Death rode the . . . 

Cpl Wilson: That's enough, Private Johnson.  

I've no idea what the reasoning is.  We just do as we are told here.  The general tells the colonel, the colonel tells the captain and the captain tells the sergeant major.  The sergeant major told me, and now I'm telling you.  I’ve no doubt they have good reasons.

(He produces a flask of rum.)  Give me your mugs.  (The men proffer their mugs and Cpl Wilson pours each of them a generous measure.)  Chin-chin!

That should help you sleep.  Good night, lads.  Sweet dreams.  Don't let the bugs bite.  Tomorrow you can have a little wander into the village for a spot of R and R.  Take your mind off things a bit. 

 Johnson,  Rosenthal and  Billard: G’ night, corporal.

Cpl Wilson: (He winks at  Billard.) Look after them both, Wilf.  Their mothers love ‘em. And I’m getting quite fond of ‘em, too. (Exit)

 Johnson: (coughs and splutters over the rum) 
You were going to tell me about the corporal saving your life.

(Rosenthal is on his way back to the dugout, but stops and turns to listen.)
 Billard: Aye, lad, I was.  There were very few heroes on that day, but Corporal Wilson was one.  The blast of a shell blew me on to some concertina wire and I couldn't get loose.  The more I pulled and tugged the more entangled I got.  While every other bugger was busy saving himself, Corporal Wilson risked his life to cut me down and dragged me to safety.  God knows how we both survived!  It was a miracle.
 Johnson: You weren't wounded then?

 Billard: Oh yes!  I was wounded, all right. (He shows scars on his neck and leg) The corporal copped it worse than me, though – where do you think he got his pretty face? But I survived, thanks to him.  I would have been blown to buggery on that wire!  

Rosenthal: Greater love hath no man . . . 

Billard: And I wasn't the only one he saved that day.  He went straight back out and pulled two more wounded lads into a shell-hole.  A bloody hero, is Henry Wilson! 
Johnson: Not half!

Billard: He got a gong for it.
Johnson: I wonder if I’ll be a hero and get gongs and that.
Billard: What? A daft lad from mucky old Sheffield!  Gongs are for officers, son!  We’re just cannon-fodder, you and me!

Rosenthal:  Steady the Buffs!  Time for kip, lads.  We’re all beat. 

It’s too hot and muggy in the dugout.  We’re better off out here. (He settles down to sleep; the others follow suit.)  Good night, lads.

Johnson and Billard:  Good night.                                  (Curtain.) 
Scene II:

(Later that same night.  The three privates are sleeping.  Enter Cpl Wilson and Sgm Taylor.  Throughout the scene, Sgm Taylor's speech is constantly hampered by a severe stammer. The stammering indicated in the text of Sgm’s Taylor’s speeches is not intended to be definitive.  The actor will convey the stammer as he sees fit.)

Sgm Taylor: G-Good to see your men getting some rest, c-corporal.  You'd be surprised how many men c-can't sleep.  What with the waiting, and these g-god-awful conditions.  This is written c-confirmation of your new orders.  This really is The Big Push – twenty-odd miles of front line all attacking simultaneously.  

And here's a list of the things that your men have to c-carry in their p-packs.

Cpl Wilson: (takes the paper from him and reads aloud from it.) Shaving kit, two pairs of socks, slab of cheese, two days' rations, one pair of tear-gas goggles, two gas helmets, wire-cutters, three flares, six Mills bombs, field dressings and bottle of iodine.  Entrenching tool, groundsheet, water bottle, spare ammunition bandolier.  How the hell are they supposed to run carrying all that lot!

Sgm Taylor: They're n-not supposed to run.  (Mimics orders) Infantry are to p-proceed at a brisk march towards the German lines, take p-prisoners, k-kill any enemy who resist.  Madness!

Cpl Wilson: How much will it all weigh, for God's sake?

Sgm Taylor: The official figure is sixty-six p-pounds.  And Lord only knows who's going to c-carry the wire, the sandbags, the extra M-mills bombs, the p-picks and shovels and the extra water.  The lads carrying the Lewis guns will have to be excused p-packs.

Cpl Wilson: Will the wire have been cut?

Sgm Taylor: They p-promised us they’d smash the German wire with artillery 
b-bombardment.  Any remaining p-problems with enemy wire will be dealt with by raiding p-parties the night before The Big Push.  That's what they say.  That's what they've p-promised.

Cpl Wilson: You don't sound convinced.

Sgm Taylor: (remains silent for a moment)
It's not going to be p-pretty.  Fritz'll be expecting us, just waiting for us to p-pop our heads up.  He's seen the troop movements and the artillery m-movements behind the lines.  He m-may be filthy foreign scum, but he's not stupid.  N-not as stupid as the lot who are in charge of us, anyway!
Cpl Wilson: I understand, sergeant major.  Don't worry.  I'll look after my lads.  You can rely on me.
Sgm Taylor: I know that, c-corporal.  Henry,  - may I call you Henry? That’s why I've 
p-put your name forward for officer training.  A leader of men is what you are, and 
g-good leaders are what we need.  Captain B-barber's b-backing me up, so when this little lot's over, it's officer training for you.
Cpl Wilson:  (shakes Sgm Taylor’s hand) Thank you, sergeant major.  That’s excellent news! I won’t let you down!
Sgm Taylor: You'll be a damned sight b-better at it than these namby-pamby p-public school boys we've got running the show now!

Look after these lovely boys, c-corporal.  It's lambs to the slaughter.  A d-downright disgrace, is what I call it.  (Exit)
(Billard stirs, opens his eyes and stretches.)

Cpl Wilson: Did you hear any of that, Wilf?
 Billard: All of it.  Every word.  I can't sleep.  I haven't slept for days.
Cpl Wilson: There’s no good me trying to hide anything from you then, is there?  
 Billard: No, corporal.  Sorry for listening in like that.

Wilson: Nothing to apologise for.  I overheard you too.  About Loos.  They say there were sixty thousand British casualties, three and a half thousand of them in the first ten minutes.  Let’s hope they’ve learned from it.

 Billard: Amen to that.  
Funny thing, the sergeant-major stammering like that.  You wouldn't have thought it, not of a sergeant major.
Cpl Wilson: He didn't always stammer.  And don't mistake his stammer for timidity or lack of courage.  You won't find a braver man anywhere.  The funny thing is, when he's in action, real muck-and-bullets action, his stammer disappears completely.  
Good night, Private Billard.  Get some sleep.  That's an order.  
(Exit.  Curtain.)
Scene III

(The following morning.  Same location.  Two loaded backpacks are seen on stage.  A third backpack, empty, is surrounded by all the items on the list read out by Cpl Wilson during the previous scene.  Rosenthal is reading a book, Johnson is fencing an imaginary opponent, using his bayonet as a sword.)

Johnson: En garde!  

(He cavorts around the stage, miming a duel, then finishes off his imaginary opponent with a flourish.) Napoo, Boche scum!

(Enter Billard, ambushes Johnson from behind and puts an arm round his throat. Johnson drops the bayonet.  There are a few moments' horseplay and then Billard wrestles Johnson to the ground and stands with his foot on his chest.)

Johnson: (gasping for breath, mimes plea for mercy) Kamerad! Pas kapout!

Billard: (makes a throat cutting gesture.)  Fini Kapout!

Rosenthal: (looks up from his book) I recommend a bit less fancy footwork when you're fighting the real Germans, Jimmy.

Billard:  (allows Johnson to get up.) I see you've not packed that kit yet, son.

Johnson: There's too much, Wilf!  I can't get it all in.

(Enter Cpl Wilson, sifting through a pile of letters he is carrying.)

Cpl Wilson: Mail up!  
Here’s one for you, Private Johnson H., from Mrs Marjory Johnson, 23 Carter Place, Sheffield 2.  That'll be your mum again, then.  What’s the H stand for?  Horrible? 
(He tosses the letter to Johnson, who puts it straight in his tunic pocket.)

Here we are - Private Rosenthal J.. Oh!  Three for you, Rosenthal, two from the same address.  Miss Norma Ross, 44 Broomhall St, Sheffield.  (He sniffs ostentatiously at the letters and pretends to swoon, intoxicated by the perfume.) Aren't you a lucky lad, Private Rosenthal!  (Throws the letters to Rosenthal.)

Nothing for you again, I'm afraid, Private Billard.  Oh!  Wait a minute, here's one.  Rotherham postmark.  Looks as though it's done the rounds -- it's got all kinds of stamps on it!  From the missus, by the look of things.  (He hands the letter to Billard.)

Billard: It's not before time!  I haven't heard from her for weeks!  
(He rips open the letter straight away, reads a few lines, then crumples the letter up and shoves it in his tunic pocket.)
Rosenthal:  (opening a letter, but watching Billard closely) Everything all right, Wilf?

Billard: Yes, I’m Fray Bentos.

Rosenthal: Your wife well?  And the children?

Billard: Yes, I said.  (tetchily) They're all tray bon.

Cpl Wilson: What's all this lot?  (Pointing to the loose items of kit)

Johnson: It's mine, corporal.

Cpl Wilson: I thought I told you to pack it, ready for battle.

Johnson: I've tried, corporal.  It's too hard!

Cpl Wilson: Too hard, my foot!  Put a jerk in it, private, or there's no village jaunt for any of you.  Pack that kit, toot sweet. (Exit)

Rosenthal: And the tooter the sweeter, or we'll be stuck here all day.  Come on, Jimmy, we'll give you a hand.

(Billard has smoothed out his letter and is peering at it, looking depressed.  As Rosenthal begins to pack the kit, the Accrington Pals can be heard singing in the distance:)
[To the tune of On Sunday I walk out with a soldier]
I don't want to be a soldier,

I don't want to go to war,

I'd rather hang around

Piccadilly underground, 

Living on the earnings of a high born Lady, (last three words slow and drawn out, replacing obvious rhyme, "whore")
I don't want a bayonet up my arsehole, 

I don't want my bollocks shot away.

I'd rather stay in England,

In merry, bloody England

And fornicate my bleeding life away!
Rosenthal: Come on, lads!  Let's show them that the Sheffield Pals can sing just as well as they can!  Come on, Wilf!  Mademoiselle from Armenteers!

Billard: (snaps out of his reverie, shoves the letter into his tunic pocket and stands up, conducting.)

One, two, three! 
(All three sing in unison.)

Mademoiselle from Armenteers,

Parley-vous!

Mademoiselle from Armenteers,

Parley-vous!

Mademoiselle from Armenteers,
Hasn't been kissed for 40 years,

Inky-pinky parley-vous!

Billard: Next verse!

(Sings alone)

Oh have you got a daughter fair? 

Parley-vous!

Oh have you got a daughter fair? 

Parley-vous!

Johnson: (continues the verse.)

Oh yes! I’ve got a daughter fair!  

With lily-white tits and golden hair!

Inky-pinky parley-vous!
Rosenthal: Wash your mouth out with carbolic, Jimmy! You shouldn’t even know words like that at your age!

Johnson: I’m old enough! I’m sixteen!

Rosenthal and Billard:  (scandalised) Sixteen!

Billard: How did they let you in? You’re not old enough to serve!

Johnson: (bites his lip, subdued) I half-inched our Jim’s birth cerstificate. My name’s Harold, not Jimmy.

Rosenthal: My God! You live and learn!

(Curtain)
Scene IV
(The same day, late afternoon.  The same setting.  Constant background noise of artillery barrage. The three privates are playing nine-card brag, sitting on the ground. Billard is counting coins. He cascades them into a tin mug on the ground between the men.)

Johnson: (excited) How much is in the kitty, Wilf?
Billard: One pound seventeen and a tanner! And it’s got my name on it!

Rosenthal : Everybody in?  Ready?  Show us your first hand, then, young un.  Come on, what have you got?(
Johnson: (triumphant) Three eights! 

(The men lay three cards down each time they declare a hand.)
Billard: A trotter, Jack Queen King.  No bon.

Rosenthal: Three aces!  Sorry, Jimmy.
Second hand -- a little run, two three four.

Johnson: A pair of nines.

Billard: Ace flush.

Rosenthal: Still with me, then.  Third hand, two Jacks.

Billard: I can't beat that.

Johnson: Me neither -- a pair of sevens.

Rosenthal: (picks up the mug and pockets the money) Thank you, comrades-in-arms!  All contributions gratefully received!  What were you doing there, Jimmy, or Harold, or whatever your name is?  
Johnson: Stick to Jimmy.  I’ve got used to it now.

Rosenthal: You could have stopped me, if you'd used your loaf!  (He picks up Johnson's cards.) Look, you sacrificed your hand by going for the three eights!  You could have had eight nine ten on the trot, then seven eight nine on the trot, then six seven eight!

Johnson: (picks his cards up and studies them, puzzled) I wouldn't have won -- you had three aces!

Billard: No, but you would have stopped him winning the kitty, you twerp!
( Enter Cpl Wilson.)
Cpl Wilson: I thought you lads were going to spend the afternoon in the village.

 Billard: We went down there, corporal, but there's nothing doing.  The place is deserted.

 Rosenthal: Not a soul to be found.  Well, not a French soul at least.  They've all cleared off.

 Billard: The estaminet’s all boarded up.  Put the kibosh on me and Rosenthal’s egg and chips, I can tell you!  And poor Private Johnson here fancied his chances with Marie-France!
Johnson: Aye, I clicked with her last time.  She winked at me and said “jolly garson, jig-a-jig tray bon”.

Wilson: (with barely concealed mirth, winks at Billard) Your French is better than mine, Private Rosenthal.  What do you reckon she meant?

Rosenthal: She meant he‘s a very handsome lad, corporal, and she wanted a nice walk in the woods with him.

Johnson: See! I told you we clicked!

Billard: We’ll have a new nick-name for you now, son – Jig-a-jig Johnson!

(They all laugh)

Wilson:  Lucky escape, private, if you ask me.  I reckon Marie-France has clicked with half the battalion!

 Johnson: Hey, corp, the Red Caps were just marching half a dozen lads away.  They caught them trying to break in.  After the van blonk, I suppose.  Do you think that will disqualify them from going in against the Boche, corporal?

Cpl Wilson: Disqualify them?  That's a good word!  No, I think they'll let them off lightly this time.  We need every man we can muster.  Jerry, by the way, not Boche.  We call them Jerry.  (He nods towards the cards.) Who's winning?

Billard: The Prof's already got all our money, corporal.  He's far too clever for me and the lad.  
 Johnson: It's boring anyway!  I hate bloody cards!  (He throws his cards down, stands up and paces round, agitated, kicks the trench wall.) I'm fed up with this!  It's all boring!  It's worse than being at school!
Billard: Come to think of it, I've had enough of cards for today.  I'll go and get a bit of kip.  See you later, lads.  (Exit) 
 Rosenthal: (Tidies up the cards, takes up a book and opens it to read, sitting leaning against the trench wall.) How about a nice book, Jimmy?  I can lend you one, if you like.

 Johnson: I don't like reading.  It's boring.

Cpl Wilson: (quietly, kindly) Can you read, private?

(Johnson remains silent, head bowed.)

There's nothing to be ashamed of in that, lad.

 Rosenthal: No, Jimmy.  There's nothing to be ashamed of.  When this is over and we’ve captured a few Germans, I'll teach you the basics, if you like.

 Johnson: No need, Prof.  I've managed all right so far without reading. 

Cpl Wilson: Cigarette? 

(offers Johnson a cigarette, which he accepts.   Rosenthal refuses Cpl Wilson's offer of a cigarette, with a gesture.  Cpl Wilson lights his own and Johnson’s cigarettes.)

 Johnson: (coughs and splutters a little from the smoke.) I went further down the trench earlier, corporal.  Is it true what they say down there?

Cpl Wilson: What do they say?

 Johnson: When they were digging the trench out deeper, they found dead skellingtons.  

Cpl Wilson: Dead skellingtons?

 Rosenthal: They're the worst kind.

 Johnson: Yeah, still with uniforms on.  Froggy uniforms, from 1914.  One of the lads had a skull with a Froggy forage cap perched on it, in his dugout.  For a souvenir.  He showed it me.

Cpl Wilson: They’re a rough lot, those Accrington lads.  You want to keep well away from them, private.

 Johnson: They told me the parapet's mostly made up of French corpses.  They say sometimes a hand will come popping out and they have to cover it up with a sandbag.

 Rosenthal: I think they were pulling your leg a bit there, Jimmy.

 Johnson: And you should see the rats!  Thousands of 'em.  And it stinks down there! And there's mud comes over your boots!  It's not like our nice dry bit here, corporal.  It's chronic!  It’s like a pigsty!

 Rosenthal: Whereas here it's like the Ritz!  (He spreads his arms expansively.)

Cpl Wilson: I'm glad you appreciate the five-star accommodation, Private Johnson.

 Rosenthal: Ask the corporal about all those excavations we saw down near the village, Jimmy.

 Johnson: Oh yes, corporal!  We saw a company of sappers digging a great big hole the size of a field.  The Prof reckons he knows what it was for.

 Rosenthal: A pit, not a hole.  A massive grave, I reckon.

Cpl Wilson: (hesitates) That will be right, Private Rosenthal.  For German bodies, of course.

 Johnson: You see, Prof!  You were only partly right!  And what about that huge compound we saw, all fenced in with barbed wire and fence-posts as thick as telegraph poles!

 Rosenthal: I told you, Jimmy.  That's for the captured Jerries.  The bigwigs are evidently expecting thousands of prisoners.

Cpl Wilson: That's our job, lads.  
If you want me, I'll be in the dugout.  I'm off to get do a spot of blanket drill.  (Exit.)
Johnson:  Blanket drill?  What’s that?
Rosenthal: He means he’s going for a kip.

 Johnson: Oh, right.

Hey, we didn't ask him about the stretchers.

 Rosenthal: Ah yes, the stretchers.

 Johnson: There were thousands of them.  That barn was jammed full, and then there were all that lot stacked up outside.

 Rosenthal: I shouldn't worry about it.  It was probably the stretcher storage dump for the whole army. 
 Johnson: (pensive, sits down on the firestep.) Yeah, I suppose so.

 (There is a short silence; Rosenthal is studying  Johnson.)
 Rosenthal: Have you written a letter home to your mum, Jimmy?  
(annoyed with himself) Oh!  That was stupid!  You can't, can you?

( Johnson looks tearful, shakes his head.)
 Rosenthal: Would you like me to write to her for you?  You could dictate it.  You know, tell me what to say.
(Johnson does not answer.   Rosenthal stands up, takes a pen and paper from his backpack and moves over to sit by  Johnson.  Curtain.)
Scene V:
(Two days later, July 1st, 1916, around 7.15  a.m.  Same setting.

 Johnson, Rosenthal, Billard and Cpl Wilson wait, backpacks at the ready.  Enter Sgm Taylor.)

Sgm Taylor: (he does not stammer) Your men all ready, corporal?

Cpl Wilson: Yes, Sergeant Major.  We’re as ready as we'll ever be.  Aren't we, lads?

 Rosenthal and  Billard: (nod their heads) Yes, corporal.

 Rosenthal: Can't wait.

Sgm Taylor: (to  Johnson.) What about you, private?  You don't have much to say for yourself.

 Johnson: Yes, sergeant major.  No, sergeant major.

Sgm Taylor: Yes sergeant major, no sergeant major?  What's that mean?

 Johnson: Yes, I’m ready, sergeant major, no I don't have much to say, sergeant major.

 Billard: If you don't mind me asking, Sergeant Major Taylor, why didn't we go in at dawn?  Fritz wouldn't have been able to see us so clear.  It’s broad daylight now, and we'll have the sun in our eyes as well.

 Rosenthal: It's so that Haig can have a nice breakfast before the action starts.

Sgm Taylor: That's enough of that, private.  I think you'll find that General Sir Douglas Haig will not be accompanying us on the picnic today.  Corporal, I see your men are not carrying entrenching tools.

Cpl Wilson: My order, sergeant major.  I reckon Jerry will leave us plenty of first-class spades.  No need to take our own.  They'll just trip us up when we're crossing No Man's Land.

Sgm Taylor: On your head be it, corporal.  (sotto voce) Good decision, Henry.  

(loud) Right, boys.  Over the top at 7.30 ack emma precisely.  Listen for my command.  Any complaints? (there is no response)
(He nods to Cpl Wilson) Corporal.

Cpl Wilson: Major.

(Exit Sgm Taylor.)
 Rosenthal: He didn't answer your question, did he?

 Billard: That's because you poked your big Jew-boy nose in, as usual, clever Dick.  Can't resist a witty comment, can you?

 Rosenthal: Got to keep the spirits up somehow, Wilf.  The poor lad here's got the wind up.  He’s already messed his trousers once this morning.
 Billard: Spirits?  I don't know what the hell I'm doing here any more.  The corporal and the sergeant major are here because they're professional soldiers.  It's their job.  Jimmy's here because he wants to kill Germans.  You’ve told me why you're here.  God knows why I'm here, though!  I'm damned if I know why!  I must be doolally!
Rosenthal: I think I know why you’re here. (He nods, indicating Cpl Wilson) It’s for him, isn’t it?

Billard: I suppose you’re right. When we were in hospital together, the quacks gave both of us the option of going back home to Blighty.  I could have had a cushy number back in Sheffield with the wife.  (He shakes his head.) Corporal Wilson was in a bad way, but he wasn't having any of that nonsense.  "Don't talk wet, doctor," he told him.  "I'm no lead-swinger!"  So what could I do, after what he'd done for me?  I owed it to him to get back in the front line.

Rosenthal: So, here you are with us, Fred Karno's army.
(The Accrington Pals are heard singing in the distance:)
[To the tune of Take it to the Lord in prayer]

When this bloody war is over,

Oh, how happy I shall be!

When I get my civvy clothes on,

No more soldiering for me.

No more church parades on Sunday, 

No more asking for a pass,

I shall tell the sergeant major, 

Stick your passes up your arse!

(Cpl Wilson has gone over to Johnson.  He puts his hand on Johnson's shoulder.   Johnson is standing on the firestep, staring in the direction of the German trenches.)

 Johnson:  I'd never realised before just how wide No Man's Land is, corporal.

Cpl Wilson: You'll be all right, son.  You're that thin, the bullets will all miss you.  Look at you!  Thin as a rake you are!

 Rosenthal: Must be army rations, eh Jimmy?

 Johnson: Where are we, corporal? I mean, what do they call this part of France?

Cpl Wilson: It's called the Somme. It's named after the river.

 Johnson: The Somme.  I'll remember that.

Cpl Wilson: I think we all will, son.

(Looks at his watch) Three minutes, lads.  Packs on.  

(The men struggle to put on their backpacks.)  

 Johnson: Bloody hell, I can hardly lift this bugger! 

(He can't quite manage to put it on, and Cpl Wilson helps him.  He drops to his knees and begins to pray.)

Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be Thy name.  Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done, on Earth as it is in Heaven.  (He continues to mutter the Lord's prayer.)

 Billard: He's only a boy, Josh.  Look at him!

 Rosenthal: Yes, just a little boy. (He reaches out a hand to Billard and they shake hands.)  Good luck, my friend.
Cpl Wilson: Come on then, boys, ready for battle.  You know your orders.  (He straps on his back-pack and picks up his rifle.)  Ready, lads?
 Rosenthal: Ready, corporal!
 Billard: Ready, corporal!
 Johnson: (gets to his feet.) Ready, corporal!
Sgm Taylor: (offstage) Over the top, lads!  Over the top!  (A shrill whistle is heard)
Cpl Wilson: This is it, lads!  Go and kill some Jerries!  Over the top!  Get out there first, before they can take aim!  I’m right behind you! 
(The three privates scramble over the parapet and run forward screaming and shouting.  Cpl Wilson remains in the trench alone.  There is the sound of loud gunfire, explosions, accompanied by bright flashes of light.)
Cpl Wilson: (quietly, to himself) Well done, my brave lads.  And the best of British luck to you.  You'll need it.  
(He removes his backpack, drops his rifle to the ground and produces a penknife.  He grits his teeth and gouges a long cut on his forehead.  Blood runs down his face)
For Christ's sake, that hurts!  Jesus!  Bloody war!

(He takes a field dressing from his tunic and unwraps it)
(To himself, rehearsing, facing the audience.) A real stroke of bad luck, sir.  A lucky shot, that's all, a random bullet.  I hadn't even got right over the parapet.  It knocked me backwards down into the trench again!  I must have been out cold, for how long I’ve no idea.  All I know is that I came round and I was bleeding badly.  I tried to wrap a field dressing round my leg to staunch the flow of blood.  Then I must have passed out again.  I've let you down, sir.  I've let the men down. Those brave lads! It must have been hell out there!
(The noise of gunfire and battle increases. Cpl Wilson sits, draws a side-arm and then shoots himself in the fleshy part of the rear of his thigh.  He screams out, falls back and closes his eyes, writhing in agony.  Curtain.)
Epilogue

Narrator/voice-over/screen tickertape:

58,000 British soldiers fell during the first assault on July 1st 1916.  The original Allied estimate of casualties on the Somme was 485,000 British and French casualties versus 630,000 German. These figures were used to support the argument that the Somme was a successful battle for the Allies. 

After the war a final official tally showed 623,907 total Allied casualties on the Somme, of which 419,654 British and British Empire and 204,253 French. Over 95,000 British and Empire and 50,000 French soldiers died. Many of the British casualties were the courageous but inexperienced men of the ‘Pals Battalions’ formed in towns and cities in the North of England, in response to Kitchener’s appeal for a ‘Volunteer Army’.  The overwhelming majority of the men of the ‘Pals Battalions’ fell on the Somme.
One American was also killed.
More reliable sources number German casualties fewer than the original Allied estimate.  The Reichsarchiv has supplied a figure of 164,055 German soldiers killed or missing.  

An Austrian, Adolf Hitler, 6th Bavarian Reserve, was wounded by a bullet in the leg.
British and French forces captured seven miles at the deepest point of penetration.  
British forces alone gained only two miles, one fifth of an inch per man lost.

Lest we forget.  
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