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THE MARCH ON RUSSIA

First presented by the National Theatre Company in the
Lyttelton auditorium of the National Theatre on 6th
April, 1989, with the following cast of characters:

Colin Frank Grimes
Pasmore Bill Owen
Mrs Pasmore Constance Chapman
Wendy Rosemary Martin
Eileen Patsy Rowlands
Postman Michael Goldie

The play was directed by Lindsay Anderson
Designed by Jocelyn Herbert

The action of the play takes place in the Pasmores’
bungalow

Time—the present

ACT I Scene 1 Three a.m.
Scene 2 Morning

ACT II Scene 1 Evening
Scene 2 Next morning
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ACT 1

SCENE 1

The Pasmores’ bungalow. Three a.m.

We see the living room and kitchen of the bungalow, linked by a passage.
There are three doors leading off the passage—to Pasmore’s room (bedroom
1), Mrs Pasmore’s room (bedroom 2) and the bathroom. An exit leads to the
front door and there are stairs leading to the dormer bedroom

The rooms are furnished to suit the requirements of a retired working-class
couple with affluent offspring, i.e., whilst retaining their own taste the contents
of both interiors are in a much-used but good condition

There is the usual furniture in the living room together with an open fireplace
and a window looking on to the street. The kitchen is furnished with units, a
table (covered with a cloth), stools, an electric stove (with practical hob light
and clock), fridge (switched on so it illuminates when opened), washing
machine and sink with practical tap. There is a door to the rear garden

When the CURTAIN rises it is dark. The coal fire has been allowed to die down
but the coals still illuminate the room. A glow from behind the drawn curtains
of the window suggests a night-time illumination from a road outside

Colin, in pyjamas and dressing-gown, descends the stairs conscious of the
silence of the house. He is middle-aged, early fifties, and stocky.

He goes into the kitchen, closing the door behind him, and switches on the hob
- light. He fills the kettle at the sink and plugs it in. He gets the teapot and a tea-
bag, putting the latter into the former and milk from the fridge

A light goes on in bedroom 1, then goes out again. A moment later the door
opens and Pasmore comes out. He is small, with a stocky figure, in his late
eighties. He has preserved, however, a youthful apearance, if slow in move-
ment. This is characterised by the formal way he does his hair, cut short and
parted, with a fringe, and a figure which, as yet, hasn’t gone to fat, despite his
robust proportions. He, too, is dressed in pyjamas and dressing-gown

He feels his way to the kitchen. He coughs as he moves, clearing congestion,
quietly so. He opens the kitchen door

Pasmore You up?

Colin I hope I didn’t wake you.
Pasmore I'm often up in the night.
Colin Do you want a pot of tea?
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Pasmore Iwouldn’t mind. (He sits on the stool by the table) Keeps me going.
(He has an abstracted look, as if he himself has been awake some time:
incurious, reflective) Once your mother’s taken her pills it’s as much as she
can do to wake in the morning. It was a great surprise you coming. Done
me and her a lot of good. (He coughs)

Colin sets another cup—his father’s—on the table and puts a tea-bag into it

Are you warm enough up theer?

Colin All right.

Pasmore These dormer bedrooms weren’t really designed for these bunga-
lows. They had ’em put in later when the houses didn’t sell. (He rises to
move the curtain at the kitchen window) Moors at the back, farm fields at
the front. Sea a mile off. (He breathes in) Salt air. Kept me alive. That and
a good wife. It’s paid its way, you buying this house. How long has it to
run on the mortgage?

Colin Five years. (He makes the tea)

Pasmore Better keep us voices down. (He takes his cup) What time is it? (He
goes to the kitchen door)

Colin stoops to look at the clock on the stove

Colin Three o’clock.

Pasmore Can get world news.

Colin Hear it tomorrow.

Pasmore Right. (A4s he goes) Better put the milk back.
Colin Right. :

Pasmore Goes off if you leave it out.

Colin, having completed his own cup of tea, puts out the light over the stove, re-
covers the milk and puts it back in the fridge

Pasmore, entering the living-room, goes directly to the fire, stoops, coughs,
picks up the poker, re-ignites the ashes. Colin follows, closing the door, and is
about to put the light on

No: that ’un.
Colin puts on the reading lamp

Good coal.

Colin It ought to be.

Pasmore Aye (He straightens up)

Colin You’ve dug it long enough.

Pasmore T’on’y collier round here, tha knows. All farmer’s men. One or
two schoolteachers. A dozen work at the radar station, up on Kielty
Moor. Go past it in the car. Not a sign o’ bloody life. Two hundred and
fifty people work there, round the clock, twenty-four hours a day, three
hundred and sixty-five days in the year. When it snows they sleep in
bunkers. Watches Russia. (He coughs) How long did it take you to drive
up?

Colin Five hours. (He sits)
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Pasmore A car like that. Do over a hundred, can’t it?

Colin A bit.

Pasmore I bet! (He has taken a seat himself) How long are you up for?
Colin A couple of days.

Pasmore We allus hope it’ll be a bit longer.

Colin All I can manage.

Pasmore How are your kiddies?

Colin Fine.

Pasmore Kay?

Colin Terrific!

Pasmore laughs

Pasmore Married how long?

Colin Twenty-nine years.

Pasmore Takes some beating.

Colin It does!

Pasmore A good wife. Home. Children. I don’t know what else it’s all
about.

Colin No.

Pause

Pasmore Put ought i’ my cup she’d twig it i’ the morning. “‘Have you been
drinking?”’! Drinking! (He laughs)

Colin Get up once in the night or often?

Pasmore Nay, up and down, in and out. Sometimes up once, then back. I
rarely get to sleep afore three or four.

Colin You were tonight.

Pasmore How could you tell?

Colin I heard you snoring.

Pasmore Not me, old lad.

Colin Sounded to come from below.

Pasmore Your mother.

Colin I remember that at home! (He laughs)

Pasmore Bennetts’ one side, Cliftons’ the other. Remember their dog? Gev
us no sleep a night or two.

Colin The one next door isn’t much improvement.

Pasmore Sheepdog. Keep it penned up. He works at the radar station.
Hasn’t much time for a dog. (He cocks his head to listen) Can sometimes
hear one of their lads playing electronic music. The walls o’ these houses
aren’t that thick.

Colin Does it keep you awake?

Pasmore Can’t grumble. Other people have bigger worries. What have you
been doing?

Colin Working.

Pasmore Ought to take a rest.

Colin I do from time to time.

Pasmore I sometimes wonder if I haven’t dreamt half the things I've done.
Like living where we were afore: pit ten streets off, shop, pub, picture-
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house at the corner: I wek up at night and still think I can hear the
dynamo, smell that smoke. Never late once, in forty-five years.

Colin Some record.

Pasmore In the first twenty years, if I had a week off I had to work sixteen
hours each day the week afore. It takes some beating.

Colin It does.

Pasmore When I went back, afore we moved here. I f'und three men doing
the job I’d done. Pit deputy, tha knows. (Pause) I sometimes hear Bennett
going down that path. He died twenty-five years ago. “Standing around
all day”, I'd tell him, “i’ front of a bloody furnace.” He wa’re a steam
locomotive driver, though when I first knew him he drove a hoss and cart.
Worked for Bullcliff’s, the farmer and coalmerchant. Had bell-pits on his
land. That’s the time of your mother’s father. He used to do his hosses.
How’s Kay?

- Colin You’ve asked me.

Pasmore And the children?

Colin Fine.

Pasmore All earning their living.

Colin Just about.

Pasmore (leaning forward; poking the fire) Your sister Wendy’s getting
divorced.

Colin I know.

Pasmore Your sister Eileen isn’t much better. I’ve two daughters, both been
married twenty-odd year, one wi’ two kiddies, the other wi’ none, and
they’ve both gev up on their husbands.

Colin I thought Arnold gave up on Wendy.

Pasmore Since she became a politician she’s had no time for family life.
They were going to adopt two kiddies. That went out of the window. In
my day you struggled through these problems. You didn’t give in after
two or three year.

Colin They’ve been married over twenty.

Pasmore We’ve been married fifty-nine. Sixty years tomorrow.

Colin Today.

Pasmore Today!

Colin Here’s to it! (He toasts Pasmore with his cup of tea)

Pasmore Watch that every night. (He indicates the television) Destruction.
People killing one another. Child molesting. Rape. Starvation.

Colin Wasn’t it like that when you were young?

Pasmore Nay, got sent to Russia. Gev a false age. Invaded the Crimea. Set
off from Sebastopol. We’d reached Rostov-on-Don when they decided
we’d march back again. I wa’re in the Royal Naval Air Service. Inducted
at Gosport. Given six weeks training then taken out, at night, in a launch,
wi’ another lad, into the English Channel. Fu’st, out of nowhere, came a
searchlight, then—out of the darkness—came a voice. “Pull alongside.
Port beam.” Ship plunging up and down. Ladder swinging from side to
side, then out and in. Waves higher than this house. Half drowned. In the
end they lowered a net. Dumped on deck. Know the first words I heard
when I reported for duty in the Royal Navy? “Take that man’s name fo’
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spitting on the deck.” Know what it wa’? A merchant-ship, with the
superstructure taken off. The Ark Royal. The first aircraft-carrier in the
world.

Colin What was your job?

Pasmore Patching planes. Made of wood and canvas. Put your foot in the
wrong place and you went clean through. (He laughs, coughs, then drinks
his cooling tea) Crossed the Bay of Biscay. Gibraltar: entered the
Mediterranean. Stopped at Taranto, at the foot of Italy, a big Italian
naval base. Cruised across the Ionian Sea to the Peloponnese. Crossed the
Aegean, past Macedonia, through the Dardanelles, and entered the Black
Sea. We anchored off the mouth of the Danube, then we sailed to Odessa.
Took on a Russian General. Denisov. He had uniformed officers and
courtiers with him. Crying when he came aboard. When he spoke to his
wife he spoke in English. It was the height of the Revolution. Orders came
from Winston Churchill. “Save the Tsar!” We set off from Sebastopol.
Fighting Reds. Worst of all, starving groups of women. Some had guns
but most had pitchforks, shovels, knives and axes. Used to come at night,
in hordes. After the food. Couldn’t stop them. Kill anybody that tried.
We had marines, Gurkhas, and infantry. We fought all the way to
Rostov-on-Don. Six hundred miles. Then we fought all the way back
again. When we reached Sebastopol we were told to ditch the aircraft—
stores, spares, the lot—and take on refugees. We filled up the holds with
men, women and children. Lots of them had jewels. One woman with
jewels round her neck, her fingers and her toes, asked me if I'd marry her.

Colin Perhaps you should.

Pasmore Nay, thy’d be a different cup of tea if I had! (He laughs)

Colin What happened after that?

Pasmore Took them to Constantinople. The Turkish authorities wouldn’t
let them ashore until they’d been deloused. Stripped 'em down: men and
boys in one hold, women and girls in the other. Sprayed ’em down with
hoses. Then a tender came out and took them off. After that we had to
disinfect the ship, spray oursens, then, dive in off the stern, stark naked,
and swim round to a ladder i’ the bows. Sailed to Alexandria. We built an
aerodrome at Abu Suar, out in the Egyptian desert. Played hockey.
Boxed. Came home, sailing a torpedoed ship to Liverpool. I ended up in a
Canadian air-force base in Lincolnshire, dismantling aeroplane engines.
Then I came out. Within a year I wa’ down the pit. Then I married. Had
Eileen. You. Then Wendy. Forty-five years i’ the coal-bin! A retirement
home at the seaside. (He coughs and reaches for the cup) Do you want
another cup of tea?

Colin I'll get one.

Colin takes his cup and goes to the kitchen. He puts the light on over the stove
and plugs in the kettle.

A light goes on behind the second bedroom door. There is the noise of a chair
being knocked inside. A few moments later Mrs Pasmore comes out. She
wears a dressing-gown, and walks with a walking-stick. She is stout, but not
plump, white-haired and in her eighties



6 The March on Russia

Mrs Pasmore Tom?

Colin It’s me, Mother.

Mrs Pasmore What’re you doing up at this time?
Colin Couldn’t sleep. Dad’s up as well.

In the living-room Pasmore hastily rises, tidies the rug in front of the fire, the
chair-cover and the cushion. Resumes his position

Do you want a cup of tea?

Mrs Pasmore If you’re making one. Is it cold up there?

Colin It’s fine. The fire’s lit in the living-room. Why don’t you go in and
keep warm?

Mrs Pasmore Well, if you’re all right. (She goes into the living-room)

Pasmore Congratulations, love. (He rises)

Mrs Pasmore What’s that?

Pasmore Sixty years. (He kisses her cheek)

Mrs Pasmore It’s only three o’clock.

Pasmore Just after.

Mrs Pasmore We didn’t get married until midday.

Pasmore Past midnight. Sixty years. (Raisingshis voice to direct this to the
kitchen) I don’t regret a minute.

Colin raises his head and smiles, making tea

Mrs Pasmore It’s a bit late if you did. (She looks at the clock on the
mantelpiece) This has stopped. You forgot to wind it.

Pasmore So I did. So I did. (To Colin in the kitchen) A night like this. (To
Mrs Pasmore) Must want the time to go back’ards, love. (He pokes the
fire)

Mrs Pasmore Put a bit of coal on, if you want it to blaze.

Pasmore Your wish is my command. Always will be, always was.

Colin brings in the tea on a tray: a cup and saucer, Pasmore’s cup, his own

Mrs Pasmore (to Colin) He’s not like this when you’re not here.

Pasmore Nay, when you’re not here, Colin I'm on my knees. In adoration.
Morning, noon and night. Eight hours of grovelling, eight hours of
working, eight hours of sleep.

Mrs Pasmore He doesn’t work at all, love. Thank you. (She takes the cup
and saucer after she sits)

Pasmore I vacuum. I clean. I cut the lawn. I light the fire. I fetch the coal. I
drive you to the shops.

Mrs Pasmore He makes it sound like a torment. He’s in front of that
television from five in the evening till twelve at night, children’s pro-
grammes, the news, the lot. I don’t know where to put myself at times. I
get fed up of listening.

Pasmore Watching. Watching. Women: they run this house. When
Wendy’s here, or Eileen—or Wendy and Eileen—I go hide in a cupboard.
No sooner show my head than it’s fetch this, fetch that. I felt safer down
the pit.

Mrs Pasmore You couldn’t wait to get out.
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Pasmore Now I can’t wait to get back in.

Mrs Pasmore Lies. All lies. :

Pasmore Don’t worry. She can tell a tale or two.

Mrs Pasmore Should hear him over the fence to Mrs Halliday next door.
She’s twenty-five. You’d think ke was twenty-seven.

Pasmore The spirit is all that counts.

Mrs Pasmore Leaning on the fence to hold himself up: you’d think he was
trying to court her.

Pasmore She knows a good-looker when she sees one.

Mrs Pasmore You’re old enough to be her father.

Pasmore It’s not age that counts, but spirit.

Colin You were commending the loyalty of marriage, Dad, a while ago.

Pasmore She knows I wouldn’t leave her.

Mrs Pasmore (f0 Colin) At his age, love, he wouldn’t stand much chance.

Pasmore One foot on that fence, she’s off. (He signals next door) She takes a
joke. Her husband runs a boutique. In town. Gets his trade in summer,
and scarcely ought for the rest of the year. He comes home and hangs
about the house, a face as long as this. She prefers a bit of a joker.

Mrs Pasmore A joker!

Pasmore (f0 Colin) 1 tell her one or two tales.

Mrs Pasmore As tall as this house. And always boasts.

Pasmore Something to boast about, my love.

Mrs Pasmore She’s heard it all. A thousand times.

Colin You’re not quarrelling, are you?

Pasmore This is light conversation, lad. (He leans across and pats Mrs
Pasmore’s hand)

Mrs Pasmore I'm going back to bed. I only got up for a glass of water.

Pasmore You’ve had a cup of tea.

Mrs Pasmore Colin made it. I wouldn’t turn his offer down. Would I, love?

Colin You could have had water, if you’d preferred.

Mrs Pasmore I was glad to take it. (She rises) I usually have a cup of water
by the bed. I forgot tonight with your coming. Do you want any more
blankets, love?

Colin I'm fine.

Mrs Pasmore You’ll find them in that cupboard. In the little back room. It’s
the only time we use upstairs when you, or Wendy or Eileen come.

Pasmore Didn’t you take your pills?

Mrs Pasmore I did.

Pasmore (fo0 Colin) For arthritis. They make her sleep as well.

Mrs Pasmore It was the cup of water. (To Colin) I usually wake up, take a
sip, and drop straight off. I won’t stay longer.

Colin Goodnight, then, Mother.

Mrs Pasmore Goodnight, then, love.

Colin And congratulations.

Mrs Pasmore Oh, thank you, love. (She nods to Pasmore)

Mrs Pasmore goes to her bedroom. The door closes behind her and the chair
is knocked again with the walking stick
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Pasmore Been through one or two hard times.

Colin You have.

Pasmore Stuck together.

Colin That’s right.

Pasmore Thick and thin. Her thick, me thin. (He laughs, picks up his tea and
drinks) Be getting back myself. Stay down, if you want. There are one or
two books to read. Adventure stories. Anything you want?

Colin No thanks.

Pasmore Grand having you home.

Colin Good being back.

Pasmore See you in the morning.

Colin Goodnight, Dad.

Pasmore Goodnight, lad.

Pasmore goes into the passage taking the cup with him. He coughs slightly and
opens his bedroom door. He switches the light on

Pasmore enters the bedroom and closes the door. There is a further cough
Jfrom the other side.

The light goes off in Mrs Pasmore’s room. After a moment the light in
Pasmore’s room goes off too

Colin turns to the fire. He lies back in the chair, watching the fire. He draws his
dressing gown further round him. He drinks tea, then puts the cup down. He
lies back, his eyes fixed on the fire

The Lights fade to a black-out

SCENE 2

The same. Morning

Light shines through the windows. The sound of the radio from the kitchen.
The back door opens

Pasmore comes in with a bucket of coal. He wears trousers, a shirt, a pullover,
and slippers

He comes into the living-room and puts the bucket by the fire. He pokes the
fire, and straightens up

Mrs Pasmore comes out of her bedroom, wearing a dress and cardigan, and
carrying her walking-stick

Mrs Pasmore Colin up?

Pasmore Sleeps theer all day, tha knows.

Mrs Pasmore I don’t think so. Not like some.

Pasmore I only slept in after I gev up work. (He indicates the fire) Stayed in.
Bit o’ coal on.
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Mrs Pasmore We ought to order another ton. It’s running out in the
bunker.

Pasmore I'll do it. Leave it to me.

Mrs Pasmore IfIleft anything to you it would never be done. Have you had
any breakfast?

Pasmore What I want.

Mrs Pasmore I only want a piece of toast. (She goes into the kitchen)

Pasmore The kettle’s boiled. (He picks up his cup of tea which is standing,
hot, on the mantelpiece) The piece of toast is already cooked.

Mrs Pasmore How did you know I'd want one? (She turns the radio off)

Pasmore Toast is usually on the menu. This morning, I assume, no different
from any other.

Mrs Pasmore It’s hot.

Pasmore I've just done it. I was going to bring it in, until I heard you
moving about. Breakfast in bed.

Mrs Pasmore I never have breakfast in bed. (She butters the toast)

Pasmore Today, I thought, is special.

Mrs Pasmore Oh, today.

Pasmore (calling through) Many happy anniversaries, love.

Mrs Pasmore Thank you.

Pasmore (to himself) She doesn’t give a damn. Yes, she does. No, she
doesn’t. Trying not to show it. (He pokes the fire again and sits)

Mrs Pasmore (coming into the living-room) Thank you, love. That was very
much appreciated. And thank you for sixty years of a very happily
married life.

Pasmore Been one or two ups and downs.

Mrs Pasmore No more than most, and fewer than some. (She kisses him,
stooping to his chair) Thank you, love.

Pasmore is clearly moved

Colin here as well.

Pasmore That’s right.

Mrs Pasmore Make a day of it.

Pasmore We can. (He weeps, without covering, however, or lowering his
head)

Mrs Pasmore I’ll just go get my breakfast. (She returns to the kitchen, puts
the piece of toast on a plate and pours a cup of tea from the pot)

Pasmore sits by the fire, gazing at it. Mrs Pasmore sits composedly in the
kitchen, her air—and look—one of abstraction, as she eats her toast, about which
she is fastidious; but not overly so

What were you talking about last night?
Pasmore Sebastopol.
Mrs Pasmore You were never there. (She eats)
Pasmore Where do you think I got my wound?
Mrs Pasmore I thought it was Constantinople.
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Pasmore I was climbing over the wall when the eunuch got me with his
sword. (He bares a leg above his sock to examine the scar) Would you
believe it, after all these years.

Mrs Pasmore You shouldn’t have been there.

Pasmore We took the wrong turning. This naval chap told us where to go.
Said it was a club.

Mrs Pasmore I suppose it was.

Pasmore His sword wa’ like a razor. I've never jumped higher either afore
or since.

Mrs Pasmore What’s that got to do with Sebastopol?

Pasmore I was in the Crimea before Constantinople.

Mrs Pasmore Of course you were.

Pasmore You get dozier every minute.

Mrs Pasmore So do you.

Pasmore I've some excuse.

Mrs Pasmore What excuse? And how can you hold a conversation when
you’re sitting in the other room?

Pasmore I'm not holding a conversation. I'm sitting here and supping tea.

Mrs Pasmore You're talking to me.

Pasmore I was answering a question. Do you want me to get up every time
you talk?

Mrs Pasmore Why have you some excuse?

Pasmore To do what?

Mrs Pasmore To get dozier.

Pasmore I've lost half me lungs with pneumoconiosis. I’ve no circulation,
and me heart’s a quarter of the strength it should be.

Mrs Pasmore Who told you that?

Pasmore The doctor.

Mrs Pasmore He never told me.

Pasmore It wasn’t you he was examining.

Mrs Pasmore He usually tells me when you go to see him.

Pasmore This is the Pensions Board. When I asked for compensation.

Mrs Pasmore Oh, then.

Pasmore If it wa’re a quarter fifteen year ago it must be nearer a sixteenth
by now.

Mrs Pasmore I've told you to watch it when you’re carrying coal.

Pasmore I do watch it. God damn it.

Mrs Pasmore You’ll be waking Colin, shouting through.

Pasmore slams the arm of his chair, but doesn’t answer. He lifts his cup of tea
to drink but doesn’t bother, he puts it back down

What did you tell him about Sebastopol?

Pasmore I told him we’d marched to Rostov-on-Don.

Mrs Pasmore I thought you went to save the Tsar.

Pasmore The Tsar was shot. (Pause) I told him how we’d marched all the
way back again.

Mrs Pasmore To Sebastopol.

Pasmore Fighting women.
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Mrs Pasmore Women?

Pasmore Every step.

Mrs Pasmore Why women?

Pasmore Because they’re all smiling and cooing and covering it up, but
hell’s own bloody demons underneath.

Mrs Pasmore There’s no need to swear.

Pasmore I wasn’t swearing.

Mrs Pasmore I distinctly heard you swear. On Sunday morning.

Pasmore It isn’t Sunday morning.

Mrs Pasmore What is it?

Pasmore God knows. (He picks up the paper and tries to read without his
glasses; he can'’t, so he puts it down) It’s not Sunday.

Mrs Pasmore Every day is alike up here.

Pasmore Except Sunday.

Mrs Pasmore finishes her breakfast and dusts her hands of toast

Mrs Pasmore What’s so different then?
Pasmore No milkman.
Mrs Pasmore I never hear him, in any case.

Mrs Pasmore clears up, briefly, before bringing a fresh cup of tea through

(Calling) Do you want another pot?

Pasmore No, thank you.

Mrs Pasmore I can bring you one.

Pasmore I said no thanks.

Mrs Pasmore If that’s what you want.

Pasmore (to himself) If I did want one I should have said I did.

Mrs Pasmore (entering) What'’s that?

Pasmore I said it’s cold.

Mrs Pasmore It shouldn’t be with that fire. (She sits, after setting the cup on
the coffee table) I thought Colin might be.

Pasmore I don’t think he will.

Mrs Pasmore I think he might.

She gets up, with great difficulty and moves her chair fractionally to a better
position. She adjusts the coffee table, and sits again

Well, then . .. (She sips the tea; puts it down. Pause) Have you heard the
news?
Pasmore You turned it off.
Mrs Pasmore I turned it off because no one was listening.
Pasmore I was listening.
Mrs Pasmore I didn’t see you.
Pasmore You don’t have to see in order to listen.
Mrs Pasmore Don’t you. (Complacently, she sips tea)
Pasmore Listened to it for long enough.
Mrs Pasmore We have.
Pasmore How many years?
Mrs Pasmore Too many.
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