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‘Very quick to create its own autonomous
world…I was put in mind [of] The Tempest and Sophocles’
Philoctetes.’

—Shomit Dutta

 


When first staged at the Newman Rooms,
with the title Different Circumstances, Oxford, January
1974, Frank Marcus wrote in the Sunday Telegraph, ‘A
considerable range of imagination distinguishes Garry O’Connor’s
Different Circumstances. His hero, Lord Nelson, is projected
forward in time in a remote island paradise with Lady Hamilton, he
is confronted by a landing helicopter, the crew of which set
themselves the task of wooing the flabby man of inaction back to
self-fulfilment and war. It rewards close attention.’

—Frank Marcus, Sunday Telegraph

 


‘It creates a hero of something like the
Churchill genre.’

—B. A. Young, Financial Times

 


‘Some beautiful writing, particularly in
the Admiral’s elegiac reminiscences.’

—Jeremy Treglown, The Guardian

 


‘An imaginative comment on ancient
nautical heroics in the face of 20th-century politics.’

—Eric Shorter,
Daily Telegraph
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SCENE ONE Dark.
A deafening noise overhead. A helicopter coming in to land. It
descends shakily in thick vegetation with much swishing and
clattering of blades. Engine switched off. Silence. Lights come up
on fuselage in jungle clearing. Harsh grating insects, sound of
pounding surf, cries of birds. Pause. Door opens in fuselage.
Ladder drops to ground. Down it climb Nazianzen, Cassius Shand,
McOth, Karin, Pope, and a section of infantry who get busy with the
task of securing camp.

 


McOTH Rough and bloody
landing, sir. Like barefoot on broken glass. Hope the two of you
aren’t shaken.

NAZIANZEN (Viennese
accent) It will do. Lash down the fuselage with good deep pegs.
Make no mistake that was a hurricane we flew over. Set the camp,
McOth. Pope! Dreaming already! This is a small island, Pope. You
know what you have to do. You can’t miss the ship. It’s made of
wood and it has tall masts.

Cassius Shand laughs.

NAZIANEN Yes, it is
absurd when we have everything. We have weapons which could, if we
wanted, skim the crust off the earth. We can deliver anything in
the eye of a bull. Yet all we have, Napoleon has too. We are
reduced to wooden ships and peppering one another with metal
balls.

CASSIUS SHAND Lord
Horatio Nelson, Nile and Brontë.

NAZIANZEN He will make
all the difference. What romantic urge blinded him into leaving his
country for this god-forsaken island? It is so far from land, you
know, the birds that migrated here were never able to move on. They
lost their ability to fly. Parrots, herons, rails, even hawks grew
fat over the stumps of their wings. Nelson chose well his paradise
of wingless creatures.

CASSIUS SHAND Look over
here.

Faint music.

NAZIANZEN What is
it?

CASSSIUS SHAND A cave.
Not even quite a cave, a depression in the rock, which does not
seem natural to me. Something conscious about it, something laid
out.

NAZIANZEN (aside,
but nodding towards Shand) Rumour has it, his father, the Prime
Minister of Great Britain, planted this boy one House of Commons
Question Time in the lap of a lady member. Plainly he is born of
political indifference.

CASSIUS SHAND These
flame trees are beautiful. There’s water here, fresh clear water,
and a ridge of turf. Would plants grow so carefully to hide this
corner? Would they blend so perfectly? An Island paradise of exotic
timbers, of flame trees, of African tulips, and of jacaranda. I
must make a note of the various forms of plant life (he starts
writing).

NAZIANZEN (still
aside, quickly) Since his father’s government has been in power
the whole kingdom has been gutted in the hunt for mislaid secret
documents. All their treaties, and all their Acts of Parliament,
they lose. We, their closest allies, tell them nothing. His father
is a great parliamentarian and lately his speeches have become so
long and off the subject committees have been set up to determine
how and when they should be wound up. In my country no one ever
reads them any longer – they are fed straight into computers.

CASSIUS SHAND
(snapping his notebook shut) I think I ought to make it
clear to you, Mr Nazianzen, that I’ve decided not to do it. Had I
known sooner that my father wanted me to take a more active part in
this expedition, of course I would have refused.

NAZIANZEN Yes, my
boy.

CASSIUS SHAND I feel I
have been deceived as to the purpose of this mission.

NAZIANZEN Yes?

CASSIUS SHAND I don’t
understand how my father could have agreed, with the freedom and
the independence of the education he gave me, to my taking orders
from you – or anyone else.

NAZIANZEN
(calls) McOth, is the girl spraying the inside of the
helicopter with insecticides?

McOTH Sir!

NAZIANZEN Get Pope to
help you, McOth. I’m not satisfied the helicopter is lashed down
quite tight enough.

McOTH Right you are,
sir! (Quietly to himself as he works) Welcome to our island.
No paddies, frogs, malts, cyps, Pakis or spades here. Paradise! And
yet our orders wiggle free out of this crooked foreign throat.

NAZIANZEN (to
Shand) The helicopter must be absolutely secure – even
meteorological reports mention the likelihood of a serious
hurricane at this time of year.

CASSIUS SHAND I still
don’t know how my father could have agreed.

NAZIANZEN Nelson has to
be persuaded. A young man like yourself, zeal and duty burning in
his face, is the perfect tool of persuasion. Now you know this as
well as I. Nelson is upright, as straight as his flaxen hair, as
straight as his single blue eye. Simple patriotism will move him as
it always did, as long as you can give him with it the assurance of
loyalty.

Shand goes off slowly, shaking
his head. Nazianzen climbs up into the helicopter.

NAZIANZEN A green boy.
Handsome, puritanical. Perfect bait for the reckless and sensual
greed of Lady Hamilton. The young man is securing the landing
blocks. Pope. He is very highly strung and idealistic. He has to be
murdered. Part of the plan, I’m afraid. My plan. It would do credit
to the skill of Ulysses. The shapely girl who eliminates insects
with her spray gun? There’ll come the time when Nelson will need
one final push. The girl has a quicksilver quality. She glistens
with the expectation of her inner thigh. While McOth…in the air he
pilots with great calm and safety, he is a guide and conserver of
human life. On the ground he is a destroyer. Can be counted upon to
wreck any paradise. Yes, vulgar and brutish forces are of
considerable value to a mission ostensibly reasonable and
diplomatic. McOth!

McOth comes over.

McOTH Sir?

NAZIANZEN All security
arrangements complete?

McOTH Sir!

NAZIANZEN I for one
hope to see Vienna again in a fortnight! (He vanishes into the
helicopter, followed by a detachment. Dark.)

 



 


 


SCENE TWO
Island music. Nelson’s palace. Nelson is alone on his bed. He
reads.

 


NELSON At daylight saw
the enemy’s combined fleet from East to East South East; bore away;
made the signal for order of Sailing, and to Prepare to Battle the
enemy, their heads to the Southward; at seven the enemy wearing in
succession. May the Great God, whom I worship, grant to my country,
and for the benefit of Europe in general, a great and glorious
Victory, and may no misconduct of any one tarnish it; and may
humanity after Victory to be the predominant feature in the British
Fleet. For myself individually I commit my life to Him who made me,
may His blessing light upon my endeavours for serving my country
faithfully. To Him I resign myself and the just cause which is
entrusted me to defend. (Groans with disgust and pushes the
diary away from him) I cannot for the life of me understand how
I ever came to write that. (Calls off) Emma…. As time goes
on she takes longer to get ready…. The night is soothing to me. Its
cool hand strokes my empty eyelid. Peace. (He calls again)
Emma! Yes. These hands once threw the torch of war into marching
ranks. Once upon a time. Tore stragglers from the body of mankind,
made of the sea one total battlefield. Long ago. A curse on you
they well might say, a curse on you, man without a country. (He
smiles to himself then shouts) Lady Hamilton! The prize. And if
they came for me? No…. Never. I can’t be worth it now. They could
never make me into that again. If they ever found me. I wouldn’t
let them. Otherwise madness. A million shattered arms. A million
mothers crying. Who could ever convince me again it was worth it?
For the sake of a country. Can it ask of you, can the country I
left demand for its filthy patriotic lust the soul of one man?
(He shouts) Emma, what’s keeping you? (Silence. He
shrugs) Death. Miserable snobbish hypocrite you are now,
propped up with military and naval textbooks. (He calls)
Lady Emily Hamilton. Finally, finally, I’ve overcome this lingering
obsession with the act of return.

Midge and Wolfe come in, with
Poppy, Fotis and Melissa. Music plays. They put on an erotic
display. Nelson is joined by Lady Emma Hamilton. Lights fade.
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