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HEAR THE DREAMY AIR  

By Neil Walden 

 

Running Time – Approx. 35 mins 

THREE CHARACTERS  2 male & 1 male/female Or just 2 male (if recording is used) 

BRANSBY WILLIAMS (Male) A well-known actor of the time. He would be in his 

early forties at the start of the play. 

JAMES MILTON HAYES (Male) Working for an insurance company but hoping to 

become a professional writer. In his twenties at the start of the play. 

ANNOUNCER (Either Sex & any age) It can be a recording if this is preferred. 

Synopsis 

In 1911 an aspiring writer is given an audience with a well-known actor of the time. 

Hayes (the writer) hopes to persuade Bransby Williams (the actor) to perform the 

monologue which he has recently composed. Williams needs to see some 

alterations before he will make it part of his act and suggests some amendments. 

Sometimes in the discussions Williams is insensitive and at other times Hayes is too 

protective of his work. Nevertheless, if a further draft is written, Williams agrees to 

give the poem a reading as part of his one-man show. 

Years pass and Williams is approached to perform the old monologue (which in the 

intervening years has become very well-loved) on the radio. He is told that Hayes 

has barred him from performing it and so he visits Hayes to seek out an 

explanation. The younger Milton Hayes has fared better. He recognises the 

uncertainty of changing times and is more inclined to adapt. 

In the first scene we have seen Williams confident and at the height of his powers 

and then in the second scene, somewhat diminished by changes in his profession 

and by tragedy in his personal life.  

The action of the play is framed around a reading of the monologue. 

The drama is based on the real dispute between one-time collaborators on a well-

known monologue. The act of collaboration not only sparks creativity but stirs up 

emotions that are not always easy to manage. It is a play about inspiration and 

collaboration and the difficulties of giving and receiving criticism.  
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HEAR THE DREAMY AIR 

 

 

SCENE ONE 

The dressing room of Bransby Williams at a theatre in Manchester. It is 1911. The 

stage is empty apart from perhaps a dressing table and mirror. 

 

ANNOUNCER Enters and starts recitation (alternatively a recording): 

 He was known as "Mad Carew" by the subs at Khatmandu, 

 He was hotter than they felt inclined to tell; 

 But for all his foolish pranks, he was worshipped in the ranks, 

 And the Colonel's daughter smiled on him as well. 

 

 He had loved her all along, with a passion of the strong, 

 The fact that she loved him was plain to all. 

 She was nearly twenty-one and arrangements had begun 

 To celebrate her birthday with a ball. 

 

 He wrote to ask what present she would like from Mad Carew; 

They met next day as he dismissed a squad 

And jestingly she told him then that nothing else would do 

 But the green eye of the little Yellow God. 

 

As ANNOUNCER has been talking WILLIAMS has entered. He is getting ready for a 

performance of one of his popular one-man shows. He making-up as Bill Sykes. He 

stops every so often to grimace and try and look menacing in readiness for his 

entrance. As he prepares himself, he also glances down at a script. HAYES enters. 

WILLIAMS does not notice at first. 

HAYES: Mr Williams 

WILLIAMS: Ah good James, I take it. Excellent that you’ve made it 
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HAYES: I’m sorry. I had to work late 

WILLIAMS: Well you’re here now… Let me just finish this (does some trivial 

amendment to make-up) 

HAYES: Please don’t let me get in the way 

WILLIAMS: I’m all but there and in a moment you will have my full attention… 

(further barely perceptible amendments to make-up) There we are. You know the 

funny thing is that I always shave before a performance and then I have to draw 

back the five o’clock shadow. Multiple roles you see. A stubbly chin may be right for 

Bill Sykes but it’s not so good for the role of Betsey Trotwood (Seems happy with 

make-up and adopts the brutal voice of Bill Sykes from Oliver Twist) Give it here 

you avaricious old skeleton, that’s for our share of the trouble… 

HAYES: Right 

WILLIAMS: Bill Sykes 

HAYES: Yes… Very good. 

WILLIAMS: Bit of Dickens to wake them all up. That’s how I normally start. You 

know when I do Bill Sykes I do the stubble and sometimes I black out some teeth 

but that’s really all the make-up that I use. In the whole show, I mean. What do 

you think of that? 

HAYES: (Caught on the hop) Very… Surprising 

WILLIAMS: I know. People find it hard to believe. Of course I don’t use any make-

up at all when I do Uriah Heep, it’s all in the posture you see (Stoops and adopts 

obsequious persona) Me Master Copperfield? Oh no I am a very umble person, I am 

the umblest person going. 

HAYES: Yes, I see… Mr Williams I wonder if..… 

WILLIAMS: Or Mr Micawber for that matter. No false nose, no padding just 

posture (Slouches to appear fatter and speaks in the style of Micawber) Annual 

income twenty pounds, annual expenditure nineteen nineteen and six, result 

happiness. Annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure…. Sorry where are 

you going? 

HAYES: (Who has been slowly moving back towards door) Perhaps if it is 

convenient, I might see you after the performance, I’m clearly interrupting your 

preparations and I would not want…. 
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WILLIAMS: …Not at all. No, my dear fellow, forgive me if I seem pre-occupied. 

That’s the thing with these one-man shows, no one to talk to. I think that’s why 

they’re not for everyone. A lot of my peers won’t do them even though there’s 

clearly a demand. John Martin Harvey says (He attempts an impression which 

HAYES has no way of knowing if accurate or not) I’ll never do a monologue, I might 

as well be talking to myself… Which I thought was most amusing. (Sees HAYES is 

not particularly amused and it’s a little awkward.) So… I’ve read the poem. (Holds 

up script)  

HAYES: You have? And you like it? 

WILLIAMS: Yes… Absolutely I do… By and large. Possibly a few too many words, if 

you see what I mean. The thing that I find with work like this is that you need to 

stop when there is no more to be said. Believe me it can be quite an art and I 

wonder if you’ve not fully achieved it here. Having said that, it is a good wholesome 

yarn. Very good in fact. Given time I’m sure there’s something that we can do with 

it.  

HAYES: That’s… Well… encouraging… I fully appreciate that it cannot be considered 

real poetry, not in the true sense of the word. But, as a recitation I think that… 

WILLIAMS:… Come now. I think you are underestimating your abilities 

HAYES: Really? 

WILLIAMS: Good Lord yes. It has a certain panache… I mean it rhymes, and that’s 

a good start. This part here (Has picked up script and reads) Hear the dreamy air of 

a waltz tune stealing soft across the gloom. (Looks up) I like ‘dreamy air’ That’s 

nice… Very nice. There was another line somewhere that I liked… Can’t quite see it 

for the moment, but I thought that was really quite good too… Of course there are 

other parts that are perhaps not quite out of the top drawer. But we can work on 

those.  

HAYES: Right, well I’m keen to learn 

WILLIAMS: And I’m keen to help. I always am when I meet someone who’s 

starting out in this business. I know how starting out can feel, what it’s like to have 

doors closed in your face and the rest of it. But, as artists, I’m afraid that’s often 

our lot in life. 

HAYES: Do you feel that it might perhaps be added to your repertoire? 

WILLIAMS: My problem is  that I do Dickens, Shakespeare and the rest of them, 

that’s what I’m known for after all. I therefore have to ask myself how is this going 

to sit amongst that illustrious company.  

HAYES: Yes of course, I take your point 

WILLIAMS: But I’ll give it a go, see if we can breathe some life into it. 
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HAYES: Thank you 

WILLIAMS: Now…A few questions…I was undecided when I first read it… Would 

you consider it to be a parody? 

HAYES: A parody? No, absolutely not. In what way a parody? 

WILLIAMS: I am just keen to get the tone right at the outset. It seems to have 

that sort of feel to it if you know what I mean… Maybe not parody exactly, it is just 

that with the exoticism, the army setting and the rest of it… It feels a little like 

Kipling. Rudyard Kipling do you not think? 

HAYES: It’s certainly meant to be patriotic. But not Kipling. I am very much an 

admirer. The way he writes… Well only he can do that. 

WILLIAMS: So, if it is not Kipling, what is it? 

HAYES: I suppose it is simply a dramatic monologue but it is also an adventure 

story. In all honesty it is why I thought of you. I saw your Long John Silver a few 

years ago here in Manchester and I thought that perhaps you could bring 

something of that story-telling to my work. If it is not too conceited of me to draw 

the comparison, in some ways I think that the young officer’s story is a little like 

the story of Captain Flint’s crew in Treasure Island…  

WILLIAMS: Returning for the treasure you mean? 

HAYES: Yes. I see this monologue as Treasure island but condensed into a couple 

of minutes. It has the central quest for treasure and it takes place in far off lands 

where there is menace and danger. Then there is the curse which is something like 

the black spot… Perhaps I am being a little fanciful 

WILLIAMS: No, I see that now. The God has one eye of course… Very piratical. Is 

it his left eye or his right eye? 

HAYES: (Surprised at question) I’m really not sure 

WILLIAMS: I’m simply establishing at what point he had only one eye whether it 

was before or after the theft. I suppose it was after otherwise he’d have been a no-

eyed idol…  

HAYES: I was more interested in the mood than those kind of specifics. 

WILLIAMS: (Nods and thinks) So this missing green eye what exactly is that… An 

emerald I suppose? 

HAYES: Yes, I think that perhaps it is 

WILLIAMS: But you don’t know? 
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HAYES: In a sense I suppose that it doesn’t really matter. I hoped that perhaps 

any listener would understand that it is not in itself important. The important fact is 

more that it should be seen to be precious and unobtainable. 

WILLIAMS: (Troubled by this answer) No, you see that won’t do… I’m sorry. The 

point is that these sorts of detail matter to me and I believe that they will to my 

listeners… I wonder if you can do me a favour… Perhaps you could indulge me with 

this… 

HAYES: Of course 

WILLIAMS: Just tell me the story. Tell me the story that you relate in your poem 

but in your own every day words. Forget all the rhymes and the drama and the rest 

of it. Just tell me. 

HAYES: Well… It’s about an army officer who steals a jewel. It’s a sacred jewel, at 

least to some it is… He intends it to impress his sweetheart. It’s a difficult mission 

of course but he does succeed but then it turns out that it’s all in vain. He is badly 

injured and besides, the young lady no longer wants the jewel. 

WILLIAMS: And why is that? 

HAYES: I suppose that she wanted it at the time but was not so keen later on. 

WILLIAMS: I see… Carry on 

HAYES: So he had made the original decision to get the jewel… But now he was 

stuck with it and the vengeful god, although one assumes that perhaps it is one of 

his followers, returns to recapture the treasure and kills the officer.  

WILLIAMS: So at the end it came back to haunt him? It is a supernatural tale, if 

you believe in such things? 

HAYES: Not exactly, but if you wish to interpret it in that way 

WILLIAMS: And this… (He is reading the script and tuts and shakes his head) This 

part about him going out under the stars 

HAYES: You don’t like it? 

WILLIAMS: No, I do. Very much. I like the line, but the following part doesn’t suit 

it well at all. Nor in fact the part after that… and indeed the part after that…. My 

advice is don’t give any clues at this stage as to what’s going on. Say that he goes 

out under the stars, and then just leave it at that, don’t say what he was up to until 

he comes back. Or, how about this (has had a thought) perhaps he should even 

return from the mission uninjured 

HAYES: How would that work? 

WILLIAMS: It would create the illusion of success and then… and only then, the 

vengeance starts and the prize is snatched away from him. 
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HAYES: Well… I would be sorry to lose the fact that it was a tricky venture in itself. 

And the injuries are part of it… In listing the wounds, I mention the injury to his 

temple. I’m anxious to plant that word in the listener’s mind. I never explicitly use 

the word ‘temple’ elsewhere when I talk about the mission, but the use of the word 

there suggests that perhaps he ransacked a temple…. 

WILLIAMS: I see… Well I’ll leave that with you to think about it, moving on… 

Khatmandu Where is that? 

HAYES: I got it from an atlas. India somewhere I think, I’ve never been. I just 

thought that it sounded exotic 

WILLIAMS: But we have a regiment or two there? 

HAYES: I imagine so. We seem to be everywhere. I thought that it wouldn’t 

matter, if I don’t know exactly where it is. I imagine that the majority of the 

audience will not know either. They will have to work it out in their own minds. 

WILLIAMS: And if they cannot? 

HAYES: Then it will be a failure in their imagination rather than my own. 

WILLIAMS: (Not greatly impressed by answer and takes a deep breath) The 

people of this region are particularly belligerent, are they? (HAYES shrugs) They’re 

resentful of a British presence? 

HAYES: I’m not sure 

WILLIAMS: You really should try and find out before you write all these things. 

HAYES: The important thing is that I did not wish to portray the local people as 

uncivilised. It’s simply that they were provoked into revenge by the theft. 

WILLIAMS: And our chap…. He is called Carew?  

HAYES: Yes 

WILLIAMS: Welsh I think or Cornish perhaps?  

HAYES: Again I’m not sure that it matters 

WILLIAMS: But it does…You see the thing is that with a monologue the words are 

all you have, you are alone on the stage and the opportunities for drama will be 

limited. A nationality or birthplace gives me something to go on. (Reading and 

adopting a Welsh accent) He was known as Mad Carew. (Own voice) Yes that might 

work or perhaps (adopting Cornish piratical accent) Ahh he was known as Mad 

Carew by the subs of Khatmandu … (Own voice) Yes, you see, that has a certain 

ring to it. You know I might use a little of the Long John Silver in it, you said that it 

was to your liking. 

HAYES: Mr Williams? 
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WILLIAMS: (Ignoring him and continuing experimenting) Or maybe the Welsh… I 

am drawn to the Welsh as well (With a Welsh accent) He was quicker than they felt 

inclined to tell (Breaking off and pondering) Would a Welshman say that? I don’t 

see why not. 

HAYES: Please Mr Williams… 

WILLIAMS: What’s the Colonel’s daughter’s name? I didn’t get the name (Looking 

back through the script) 

HAYES: She’s not currently got one 

WILLIAMS: Well… How about Dorothy? 

HAYES: If you like.  

WILLIAMS: Perhaps Dorothy could be sitting on the veranda, how about that?  

That sounds very Indian… An Indian veranda 

HAYES: I think I might be stuck for a rhyme if she’s on this veranda of yours 

WILLIAMS: Nonsense… she can speak with some candour. How about that? And 

how exactly did this Colonel’s daughter hear of the god, I imagine that she probably 

had a pretty cossetted life in the barracks sitting on this veranda that she now has. 

HAYES: I suppose it would be a well-known local legend 

WILLIAMS: Probably her maid then. And that reminds me, that line about the girl 

not taking the stone. (Flicking through poem again) 

HAYES: (Quoting from memory) She wouldn't take the stone and Mad Carew was 

left alone…  

WILLIAMS: That’s it. I’m not sure that I like that.  

HAYES: No? 

WILLIAMS: Jewel would probably be better, but then of course you lose the rhyme 

for ‘alone.’ But I still feel that Jewel is a better word than stone. It also gives you a 

chance to use cruel as a rhyme. You see what I mean? I’m sure you’ll get the hang 

of it. 

HAYES: But I use Jewel in the following line…  

WILLIAMS: Well it’s a good word, so use it again. The other thing was (Looks 

again and script) Ah yes, the rest of this little gang of his in the officer’s mess. The 

boys at the barracks, perhaps Carew should confide in them a bit more. Build up a 

bit of suspense, also if you do that it gives me a chance to adopt another voice 

which will allow for a bit of variety. Maybe I could mime puffing at a cigar 

throughout that part… Or an actual cigar… How about that? Perhaps we could have 

something like (thinking) I don’t know…They mocked the idea…. And that gives you 
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the chance to use Nothing to fear (Sees muted response) No? Well just a thought. 

And later… Yes, here we are (Referring to script) Why ‘Wet and slippery’? That was 

another anomaly, why do you use that? Why is it wet in his room? An upturned 

basin is it? blood perhaps? I don’t think you mention any rain, maybe the room has 

a leak or maybe he…. 

HAYES: Mr Williams, it is simply an indication of a malign presence 

WILLIAMS: Is it?… Well, perhaps you could make that clearer 

HAYES: Again, I don’t want to get involved in too much detail and too many 

subplots I want it to rattle along. 

WILLIAMS: And Carew?  

HAYES: Yes 

WILLIAMS: What rank is Mad Carew… They have nicknames like that do they, in 

the army, I mean? 

HAYES: I believe they do? 

WILLIAMS: So where in the ranking of commissioned officers does ‘Mad’ come. 

Somewhere between Captain and first Lieutenant is it? All we know is that he looks 

up to the colonel. Although you say somewhere that he is in charge of a squad, 

what would that make him? A sergeant perhaps? We could call him Sergeant 

Carew. Then, if you’re wedded to this idea of him being mad, I could act out his 

madness. Not gibbering or anything but maybe a nervous tick. 

HAYES: I’m not really sure that people need to know the specifics…  

WILLIAMS: And Subs, what kind of word is that? Short for subplots is it? You don’t 

like them apparently 

HAYES: It’s subaltern (WILLIAMS has got a pencil out and is crossing out sections 

of the poem) What are you doing? 

WILLIAMS: I’m beginning to understand your methods and way of thinking… So, 

this section has to go… And indeed, this one here. You have someone speaking in 

the first person, it’s quite wrong (Reading dramatically) only a fool would steal the 

jewel to fill a lady’s locket. Our sacred rites say you must pay the price for prising it 

from its socket. 

HAYES: I was not fully happy with that section I wanted to use the word ‘Prize’ as 

a sort of pun. The jewel being a prize and… 

WILLIAMS: Yes, yes. But it doesn’t sound like a fanatic speaking, does it? I don’t 

think that it does. Besides socket is there a less poetic word in the world? That 

must go and so must this bit here (again scribbling out a line or two) 

HAYES: I’m rather fond of that line 
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WILLIAMS: Quite… And so you should be…. Make sure that you use it in 

something else that you write.  

HAYES: Mr Williams? 

WILLIAMS: Yes.  

HAYES: I am happy to accept some changes to my work….  

WILLIAMS: Good 

HAYES: I am simply keen that the actions of Carew and the others should seem 

authentic and true to themselves as characters.  

WILLIAMS: Absolutely. Dorothy must behave exactly as a contrary young women 

might behave and Sergeant Carew must conduct himself exactly as an impetuous 

young army officer might. 

HAYES: Mr Williams? 

WILLIAMS: Yes 

HAYES: …. I really don’t want Carew to be Welsh 

WILLIAMS: Cornish is favourite is it? 

HAYES: No. I would really prefer you to speak in your own voice, your own very 

fine and perfectly dramatic voice. (Pauses) You know the regard in which I hold 

your work. I have seen you perform your collection of Dickens characters: 

Micawber, Bill Sykes, Uriah Heap… They are truly remarkable. But the truth is that I 

have not created characters like that. 

WILLIAMS: Then let me give them life, let me allow them to breathe and strut and 

fret their way across your story. Allow me to inhabit your characters. 

ANNOUNCER OR RECORDING: Ladies and gentlemen will you please take your 

seats, this evening’s performance will commence in five minutes. This evening’s 

performance will commence in five minutes. 

WILLIAMS: (Pauses and looks at HAYES) What’s up old man? You look a bit down 

in the mouth. 

HAYES: Oh, it’s nothing. I just thought that perhaps my work was more complete 

than it now seems to be. 

WILLIAMS: It’s not far off, really it’s not 

HAYES: I also thought that perhaps your analysis was a little… well… brutal 
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WILLIAMS: I see. (Pauses) I write a little myself and it’s all too easy to get over 

protective of your work. With new work… Well, it needs to find its own way in the 

world. Forgive me, I thought that perhaps you would like some criticism from 

someone who has worked with all the great actors and all the great living 

playwrights. I thought perhaps that might be more use to you that simply receiving 

bland compliments… 

HAYES:…I hoped that you might like it 

WILLIAMS: (Thinks) A word of advice… You need to get a thicker skin in this 

business. Some reviews can be very hurtful, that’s a fact. (Hands back papers and 

has one final look at  his make-up) But there’s no need to take on board my 

opinions. Ultimately it is only my opinion  

HAYES: I am anxious to learn… Forgive me if I have been a little over sensitive. I 

suppose that my ideas for this piece are still developing…. At this stage it feels a 

little like they are no more than a delicate butterfly in a gale of criticism. I still feel 

rather protective of them. 

WILLIAMS: I think a butterfly would probably survive best if it went with the 

prevailing wind… and in this case the prevailing winds say do not use the word 

socket… I think you’ll understand when you have a chance to think about it 

HAYES: Right 

ANNOUNCER OR RECORDING: Mr Williams, this is your act one beginners call. 

Act one beginners please. Thank you 

WILLIAMS: (Making final adjustments) Tell me James, why did you come to me. I 

wouldn’t have thought that I would have been the natural choice? 

HAYES: Perhaps not a natural choice, but my first choice 

WILLIAMS: You’ve shown it to any others? 

HAYES: Not yet 

WILLIAMS: (Puts on his Bill Sykes hat and picks up walking stick) So that’s 

agreed. You make the necessary amendments and perhaps, later in the week, we 

will try it out….And tonight you will stay for the show. 

HAYES: I would be pleased to 

WILLIAMS: Excellent (Going into character) The pain of parting is nothing to the 

joy of meeting again… (Sees HAYES is puzzled) Nicholas Nickleby, old man 

HAYES: Right 

WILLIAMS and HAYES EXIT  
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ANNOUNCER OR RECORDING:  

 

On the night before the dance, Mad Carew seemed in a trance, 

 And they chaffed him as they puffed at their cigars: 

 But for once he failed to smile, and he sat alone awhile, 

 Then went out into the night beneath the stars. 

 

 He returned before the dawn, with his shirt and tunic torn, 

 And a gash across his temple dripping red; 

 He was patched up right away, and he slept through all the day, 

 And the Colonel's daughter watched beside his bed. 

 

 He woke at last and asked if they could send his tunic through; 

 She brought it, and he thanked her with a nod; 

 He bade her search the pocket saying "That's from Mad Carew," 

 And she found the little green eye of the god. 

 

 She upbraided poor Carew in the way that women do, 

 Though both her eyes were strangely hot and wet; 

 But she wouldn't take the stone and Mad Carew was left alone 

 With the jewel that he'd chanced his life to get. 

 

 When the ball was at its height, on that still and tropic night, 

 She thought of him and hurried to his room; 

 As she crossed the barrack square she could hear the dreamy air 

 Of a waltz tune softly stealing thro' the gloom. 
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Scene TWO – Hayes’ apartment in London. Twenty years later 

HAYES is present. He is far more relaxed than before. WILLIAMS Enters 

WILLIAMS: James good to see you again 

HAYES: Bransby (Shakes his hand) Good to see you too, how the years have 

flown. 

WILLIAMS: Well, well (Looking around) You have done well for yourself. 

HAYES: More of a pied-a-terre really, while I’m in town. I’m looking at a place 

down in Nice that might suit me rather well. 

WILLIAMS: France? Tres Bon 

HAYES: Mais oui… Bransby… You know I wonder if you would call me Milton. 

Everyone does. Calling me James is… Well… a bit gauche these days. 

WILLIAMS: Whatever you prefer. Milton. 

HAYES: Well take a seat. I know that you’ve been keeping busy.  

WILLIAMS: You too. I heard one or two of your monologues just the other day. 

HAYES: You bought the gramophone records? 

WILLIAMS: No, the company sends me the new releases as they come out. It was 

The Foreign Legion I believe it was called and the one on the back was I think A 

Saharan Desert Story, would that be right? 

HAYES: Ah yes. I do try and steer away from those adventures in far off lands 

these days. Thing of the past really, but every now and again I have to write one. 

Needs must. I have a chateau to pay for after all. 

WILLIAMS: I think the other one I heard was The Dream Ring of the Desert. A 

talisman with special powers. Seemed very… familiar 

HAYES: Yes. Not my finest. The world is shrinking, that’s the trouble. No longer so 

many exotic places that people don’t know. Still at least it focuses one’s mind on 

one’s real literary work… proper poetry. Would you like a drink? 

WILLIAMS: No thank you, I mustn’t stop. 

HAYES: I have heard one or two of your latest. 

WILLIAMS: Oh, I am flattered 

HAYES: Dismal Jimmie I think it was called. Is that right? 

WILLIAMS: Oh yes. It was a comedic piece.  
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HAYES: Most amusing too. Such a good idea to dispense with any sense of drama 

and just concentrate on the funny voice. Same goes for The Sheep and The Goats. 

Splendid rural accent, I’m sure people couldn’t fail to smile. Norfolk was it? Very 

ooh, arrr… Most amusing. 

WILLIAMS: Thank you. Like you, I wouldn’t say it was my finest work. That’s 

rather the reason that I’m here. You see the thing is… Milton… I suppose that things 

have changed now for both of us. So much less live performing these days. Which 

is a great shame. But on the other hand the full houses of my younger days only 

meant an audience of just a few hundred. Now? Well audiences are counted in their 

millions, aren’t they? Such are the miracles of the wireless that are bringing 

entertainment to all. In fact, I was speaking to someone from the BBC and he made 

the self-same point. He said that I should forget being the ‘Irving of the Halls’. In 

his view people will soon forget the Halls and eventually they will forget Irving. I 

told him in no uncertain terms that Sir Henry will never be forgotten. 

HAYES: Perhaps you could be The Irving of the Air Waves…  

WILLIAMS: Perhaps I might… And that really does bring me to the purpose of my 

visit.  

HAYES: Go on 

WILLIAMS: It’s just a small thing, a bit of a misunderstanding that I need to sort 

out. The BBC have suggested that I might like to make a contribution to a small 

dramatic venture that they are compiling. It is to feature one or two of the more 

prominent actors of our era as well as a couple of light comedians. Each of us is to 

provide a dramatic monologue or a comedic interlude. 

HAYES: And which were you to provide? 

WILLIAMS: The dramatic monologue 

HAYES: Right 

WILLIAMS: Only there does appear to be a problem 

HAYES: I’m sorry to hear that 

WILLIAMS: Yes. You see they mentioned that a rendition of the Yellow Idol might 

be in order, people do seem to remember it with affection, and I was told that there 

was specifically a moratorium in place. They had been told that I was not allowed to 

perform the piece. 

HAYES: I see 

WILLIAMS: It was the chap at the BBC who told me that…Of course I said that 

there must be some mistake. I told them to leave the matter with me and I would 

investigate and sort it out  
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HAYES: Good for you 

WILLIAMS: I said that I would see you and we would have a little idol 

conversation, as it were. (Pause and silence for a moment) So… Is there? 

HAYES: What? 

WILLIAMS: Is this embargo on me using the poem some sort of mistake? 

HAYES: No, it’s absolutely right 

WILLIAMS: I see. Well that is a little cowardly is it not? 

HAYES: Is it? In what way? I couldn’t know that the BBC would be interested in 

resurrecting that old thing. 

WILLIAMS: But to do such a thing, to actually prevent me performing it… It must 

have been in your mind. 

HAYES: It was just something that happened a while back. I’d almost forgotten 

that I’d told them. 

WILLIAMS: And can I ask you why?  

HAYES: Well Bransby… I suppose that I thought that perhaps it is time to stop 

living in the past. 

WILLIAMS: Dickens is the past, Shakespeare is the past… 

HAYES: I simply mean that perhaps you should move on to new material. Maybe 

we all should. These days I have mixed thoughts about The Yellow Idol.  

WILLIAMS: Do you? 

HAYES: The thing is that it’s regularly lampooned. 

WILLIAMS: It is, but it’s done with affection. 

HAYES: Is it? On top of that, it is certainly old-fashioned… And then there are my 

own feelings. And my own feelings are that… Well, I often feel that it was rather 

strangled at birth 

WILLIAMS: What does that mean? 

HAYES: Just that at the time it was brought into this world… I sometimes feel that 

perhaps I listened to rather too many ideas. 

WILLIAMS: And is that a criticism of myself and the help that I afforded to you? 

HAYES: Good Lord no, more a criticism of myself if anyone. It was just that at that 

time I suspect that I lacked the maturity to trust my own judgement. 
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WILLIAMS: As I remember it you were looking for guidance and I simply helped as 

best as I could. 

HAYES: You did, and I am grateful for that. (pauses) I also feel that my gratitude 

has been repaid many times over. I think that perhaps we’ve all had a good run for 

our money with that particular piece. 

WILLIAMS: You know that I supported your work. For years I have 

HAYES: You have… And of course my work has supported you. 

WILLIAMS: I don’t understand. 

HAYES: No? Let me put it like this. I know that you are famous for your Long John 

Silver, but you wouldn’t want to take another man’s treasure, if you know what I 

mean. (Pauses) Things have moved on. 

WILLIAMS: I don’t agree 

HAYES: No? Well, I can try and explain. I think my earlier work and some of my 

lesser work of recent years, lacks the subtlety that one needs for the BBC. It’s true 

of plenty of others but I’m afraid that it’s also very much true of myself and those 

music hall pieces… I also wonder if perhaps it is true of you.  

WILLIAMS: Me… How can you say…. 

HAYES: I think perhaps you are used to projecting your voice across an auditorium 

and you are eminently equipped for that, possibly the best that there has been… 

but that approach is ill-suited for the intimate style of a broadcast. Restraint is 

needed…After all I would hate us to become caricatures of ourselves. 

WILLIAMS: A caricature? 

HAYES: Yes 

WILLIAMS: Let us not forget that I helped you when you needed it. When you 

came to the stage door that time I was pleased to see you and to hear your little 

poem. It was good…  A trifle too long and in need of a dramatic touch. But the 

subject was good. I was happy to make suggestions and from what I remember, 

you were more than willing to use them. 

HAYES: That’s the thing, you see 

WILLIAMS: What do you mean? 

HAYES: I was vulnerable…Inspiration is a delicate thing and advice, if it is to be of 

any use at all, also needs to be delicate. I was new to all this and you were an old 

hand. It was your heyday, whereas my ideas in the poem were barely formed, they 

were ethereal and easily shot down and there you were like Bill Sykes waiting in the 

wings bashing them out of shape… 
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WILLIAMS: No I would never…. 

HAYES: Flattening them with your own ideas which without fail were wooden and 

perfunctory, utilitarian… 

WILLIAMS:… And necessary. 

HAYES: I think we will just have to agree to disagree on that. Since then I have 

realised that often the failings that others find in my work is merely an indication of 

failings that are to be found within themselves. I’m sorry, Bransby. 

WILLIAMS: Is that so? And you’ve become above criticism have you? You may call 

yourself Milton but we’re not talking about Paradise Bloody Lost here are we? It’s 

my name and picture that appears on the gramophone recording of The Idol  

HAYES: Yes quite… And mine does not, does that seem fair to you? 

WILLIAMS: Ah… so this is about jealousy is it? That green-eyed monster 

HAYES: Don’t be ridiculous 

WILLIAMS: Look, I accept that times are changing, Music Hall is not what it was…  

HAYES: I think you’ll find that Copyright is though 

WILLIAMS: Come on Milton old man… I like the piece. It remains an excellent 

piece of work 

HAYES: Good, I am glad that you think so. And I shall write more excellent pieces 

of work and when I do, we will see if you are interested in performing them on the 

BBC. 

WILLIAMS: My, you have changed haven’t you? The point is, Milton that this poem 

is very much associated with me… I don’t seek it, I can’t change it, it’s a simple fact 

HAYES: No. The point is that I would not have written it now, not for these times 

we live in…. And that’s a fact. I wrote the poem at a time when I believed that 

being a soldier was about heroism and winning a girl’s heart. I wrote about it when 

I thought that it was all about daring expeditions… Not the mud and the bloodshed 

that I, and so many others, experienced in Flanders. 

WILLIAMS: I see (Pauses) I did hear that you had a difficult war 

HAYES: Yes… Well…Long time ago now.  

WILLIAMS: I know that you got the Military Cross….I was going to contact you but 

what with one thing and another. 
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HAYES: I wouldn’t have expected you to… In fact I was quite surprised when you 

contacted me now. It’s all water under the bridge….You say that I seem changed, 

well, the war changed us all I think. In my case it was Passchendaele and then 

holed up in a camp in Mainz until the show was over. That was my taste of foreign 

lands: Not verandas and dances but trenches and barbed wire. 

WILLIAMS: Yes I know… Perhaps you heard that I lost a son 

HAYES: No, I err…my condolences…. So many were lost. In the end I gave up 

trying to keep track of all the friends and acquaintances who are now gone… I am 

genuinely sorry for your loss. 

WILLIAMS: I’ve grown to be philosophical about it. I do not suppose that my grief 

is any greater than anyone else’s. Many thousands of fathers have lost sons in the 

Great War. We are one with our grief and pride... Not that I always thought that. 

For years I thought it was the work of some vengeful God or, if not that, then I 

blamed myself. 

HAYES: I know that when I was believed lost my own family received a letter 

saying that I was believed to have been killed… And they thought that in some way 

that they were to blame. Totally irrational of course. Perhaps that is the way that it 

always is. 

WILLIAMS: But in my case there must be some blame attached to myself. Sonny 

so wanted to fly. He begged me. It was an expensive hobby but it was all that he 

wanted and so I paid for it. He got his ticket at 16, he was one of the youngest in 

the Royal Air Corps. He was at war before he was 17 

HAYES: That’s too young. 

WILLIAMS: He’d have it no other way. They loved him in the squadron. ‘Side Slip 

Willy‘ they called him. Ridiculous nickname. When he told me that’s what they 

called him  I thought that it lacked a little dignity. Now I think it is the most 

dignified thing that I have ever heard. Went out a boy and came back… Well… He 

didn’t come back. Not even 21 when he died… he was alone and there was nothing 

that I could do to save him. I have his letters. His words are all that I have now. 

Still have his log book, right up to the evening that he disappeared. Went up at 6PM 

somewhere over Cambrai. I daresay that you know it. Sonny went out under the 

stars, then nothing. I tried to imagine it, to imagine myself there, to see what he 

saw. But I could not… It was a failure of the imagination… 

HAYES: No one can imagine what it was like if they were not there. 
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WILLIAMS: Years later I met someone who knew Sonny at that time. I tried to 

find out what happened, I don’t know what good it would have done me but I tried 

to find out none-the-less. He told me that when he didn’t come back that day that 

there was a strange feeling in the air. There was a break in the shelling and all was 

quiet for once. No doubt it was a coincidence, but that’s how it was. And they stood 

and listened to the air for any sounds of the last aeroplane coming home… But it 

never did. The dreamy air had taken all my hopes and dreams away. They 

imagined him indestructible, and so did I. They call the loss of a child the wound 

that never heals… I think that’s a fair assessment. I shall never recover…. This year 

I went to the Cenotaph. Laid my wreath. Said that I wouldn’t shed a tear this time, 

but I did. Like an old fool. Strange thing was that a week later Sonny told me ‘No 

Dad you’re not an old fool. I was there, gazing down. Buck up and carry on.’ 

HAYES: Sorry… He said that 

WILLIAMS: Yes…Through a medium of course. I felt that he was close and I felt… 

comforted. He was able to find me… I’m only sorry that they were never able to 

find him. In that sense he will always be lost. No known resting place, no marble 

cross, no grave to tend, just the fields and towns that he flew over. Somewhere 

and everywhere…. Known unto God.  

HAYES: Only Kipling could have written that. 

WILLIAMS: You know James, all the praise and accolades that I’ve had over the 

years I now realise  is of no importance, not in itself. The only thing I really want 

is… unobtainable. (There is a pause as he prepares to EXIT) I thought that we 

rubbed along alright you and I…We’ve not seen each other for many years but I 

thought you might have appreciated my predicament over this BBC business.  

HAYES: I’m sure you’ll understand… When you think about it. It doesn’t do to be 

remembered for just one thing. If we live in the past I think we’ll soon find out that 

we all go out of date rather rapidly… It’s only my opinion of course, but the fact is 

that I think the time has come for all of us to move on. (Adopts a different voice to 

proclaim) Change begets change. Nothing propagates so fast. 

WILLIAMS: I’m sorry? 

HAYES: Martin Chuzzlewit 

WILLIAMS: (Nods and thinks and after a pause) What you say is probably true. 

This is a different age and it’s all too easy to lose one’s present in the past, but if I 

were to let go of the past, well…. I’d let go of rather a lot you see. (Preparing again 

to leave) So… To be clear… You’ve made your decision and I’m stuck with it: I am 

not to use the Yellow Idol monologue 

HAYES: I’d rather you didn’t old man. 

WILLIAMS: Well there’s no more to be said. 



20 

 

WILLIAMS EXITS  

 

ANNOUNCER OR RECORDING:  

His door was open wide, with silver moonlight shining through; 

 The place was wet and slipp'ry where she trod; 

 An ugly knife lay buried in the heart of Mad Carew, 

 'Twas the "Vengeance of the Little Yellow God." 

 

 There's a one-eyed yellow idol to the north of Khatmandu, 

 There's a little marble cross below the town; 

 There's a broken-hearted woman tends the grave of Mad Carew, 

 And the Yellow God forever gazes down. 

 

By the time the recitation has finished HAYES also EXITS 

 

LIGHTS DOWN 

 

THE END 

 


