
 
 
 
 

NOT RAINING IN LANCASHIRE 
 
Epidemics have been part of human history since we started living in cities. Some of their 
impact is timeless: the sense of disbelief, of events beyond our control, the individual 
tragedies, the examples of heroism and selflessness of some, the appalling selfishness of 
others, the unbelievable numbers of victims, the way life somehow does go on in spite of 
all, the deep-rooted social changes which may result ... But technology is changing our 
experience and our response. 
 
The action of this play takes place in a village in the North of England in 1347-50, during the 
Black Death. The set should be a flexible studio space, with several entrances and no scenery as 
such. There is a bench, which can also serve as a bed, onstage, and other props and furniture 
may be brought on as required by the actors. Each actor will play several roles, which may be 
indicated by a change of outer garment or something similar.  
 
There needs to be a screen on which text (and if desired, images) can be projected. These relate 
to the Covid-19 epidemic which began in late 2019. Text is given in the script (called SLIDE A, 
SLIDE B ETC.), but images or even silent video could be added. A PowerPoint presentation of 
the slides is available from the author if desired, or a group may choose to create its own version.  
 
Cast 
 
PETER / THE DUKE / SIMON / MAN    a middle-aged man 
FATHER EDMUND / DR PRESTEYNE / RICHARD  a young man 
PHILIPPA / YOUNG NUN / YOUNG WOMAN   a young woman 
OLD BESS / THE ABBESS / WOMAN    an older woman 
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Scene 1 (1347-8) 
 
Enter PETER carrying a tankard. He sits on the bench. Sees FATHER EDMUND. 
 
PETER Hello, there, Father! Fancy joining me for a quick one? 
 
FATHER Well, I shouldn't really. I've got a sermon to write. 
 
PETER Go on, the old brain cogs'll work more smoothly with a bit of lubrication. 
 
FATHER Oh, well, if you insist. 
 
PETER Here, you take the weight off and I'll fetch another one. (Exits briefly, returns with a 
second tankard) There you go. (Sits and sips his drink) Ahh! I'll say this for our Philippa, she 
brews a good ale. 
 
FATHER The best in the village. 
 
PETER She'd certainly not disagree with you there. Cheers! 
 
FATHER Cheers! (drinks) 
 
PETER So what's new? That lass of William's had the bairn yet? 
 
FATHER Yesterday. I've just come from there, sorting out the christening. She wants to call it 
Luke. 
 
PETER Luke? Since when has there been a Luke in their family? Or in this village, come to 
that. 
 
FATHER Apparently I was preaching from St Luke's Gospel and she fancied the name. 
 
PETER Huh! Youngsters. Never satisfied with how things are. Always after something 
newfangled. 
 
FATHER Well ... oh, hello, Philippa (she enters) Your dad was kind enough to offer me some 
of your very good ale. 
 
PHILIPPA So I see. (To her father) Clocked off early have you? How unusual! 
 
PETER Father Edmund was just telling me about the new bairn out at Scargill Farm. 
They're going to call it Luke! I was saying, always some new fashion. 
 
PHILIPPA Well, you called me Philippa. That wasn't exactly name of the year in your 
generation. 
 
PETER You were called after the queen of England. 
 
PHILIPPA Who came from Hainault, wherever that is. And suddenly every second girl in the 
country was called Philippa. What was that if not a new fashion? 
 
PETER Like I said, the Queen! You can't complain about being called after the queen. 
 
FATHER Well, this baby's called after a saint. 
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PHILIPPA Right. I think you lost that one, dad. 
 
PETER What've you been up to, anyhow? 
 
PHILIPPA You mean, why aren't I slaving away over your dinner, while you're slaving away 
over that pint? The pedlar's in the village - I needed some ribbons and thread. 
 
PETER Ah. Any interesting news? What's King Edward been up to? Any more battles in 
France? 
 
PHILIPPA Apparently there's some new sickness out in Cathay. 
 
PETER Cathay! (to audience) That's China to you, mates. (to Philippa) That's a bit of a long 
way away. 
 
PHILIPPA He tells me they've had ten years or more of calamities. Drought, then floods, then 
earthquakes, and now this pestilence. 
 
FATHER They are all heathens, of course. Perhaps God is trying to bring them to his 
worship. 
 
PETER Doesn't sound like they've been paying attention, if that's His message! Drought, 
and then floods, AND earthquakes AND a plague! Maybe they'd better start listening. 
 
FATHER Be careful, Peter. If my bishop were to hear you, he might call that blasphemy. One 
should not make jokes about the will of the Lord. 
 
PETER Well, the bishop's not here. Like he'd spend any time in this place! 
 
PHILIPPA It's not just Cathay, anyway. It started there, last year I think, but now it's in the 
Tartar lands. (She lowers her voice) The pedlar told me a terrible story. The Turks have been 
besieging Caffa, in the Crimea, which is a port of the Genoese traders. 
 
PETER Bloody Turks. Always after good Christian lands. Mind you, them Genoese are a 
crafty lot, they tell me. 
 
PHILIPPA They couldn't take the city, because their soldiers started to fall sick with this new 
plague. So they decided, if they couldn't take it by force of arms, they would destroy it. Guess 
what they did? You'll never guess! 
 
PETER If we'll never guess, what's the point of asking us to try? Get on with the story, girl! 
 
PHILIPPA They used their artillery to catapult the bodies of those who had died of the 
pestilence over the walls into the city. Think of it - corpses raining out of the sky! (shudders) 
 
FATHER That is indeed a terrible story. 
 
PETER If it's true! Sounds like one of them tales which does the rounds, and everyone gets 
het up about it, and then you find out it were all made up. 
 
FATHER I have heard dark tales of the Easterners before now. And all men do terrible things 
in war. 
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PHILIPPA Well, old Simon the pedlar says it's gospel-true. So now the people of Caffa have 
the plague. Who knows where it will spread next? 
 
PETER It won't come here, you can be sure of that. Who cares what happens in Cathay, or 
the Tartar lands? Or even to the Genoese - where is Crimea, anyway? It makes a good story 
though, I'll give you that.  
 
FATHER (drains his tankard) I must be going. I shall see you on Sunday, if not before. Thank 
you, Philippa, for the ale. 
 
PHILIPPA A pleasure, Father. (Exit Father Edmund. Philippa takes the priest's tankard and 
also exits, leaving Peter on the bench) 
 
 
SLIDE A 
 
31 Dec 2019  Chinese authorities treat dozens of cases of pneumonia of unknown cause 
 
11 Jan 2020 China reports its first death 
New York Times 
 
20 Jan 2020 New China virus: Cases triple as infection spreads to Beijing and Shanghai 
 
The number of people infected with a new virus in China tripled over the weekend, with the 
outbreak spreading from Wuhan to other major cities 
There are now more than 200 cases, mostly in Wuhan. Three people have died. Japan, Thailand 
and South Korea have reported cases. 
 
BBC News 
 
 
Father Edmund re-enters, in a hurry. 
 
PETER Hello, Father, I thought you'd gone home. 
 
FATHER There's a message from the bishop. I must go over to St. Mary's and warn the 
abbess. 
 
PETER Warn her about the bishop? I should think she knows all about him by this time. 
 
FATHER Really, Peter, this is no time for joking. Sir Henry's widow is at the convent, and I 
believe - no, I know - she's planning a pilgrimage to Rome. 
 
PETER All right for some. Most widows get left with barely enough to live on, and she gets 
to go gadding off on a six-month trip. I bet she's not going to be sleeping in barns and stables 
along the way, either. 
 
FATHER She should not go at all. That is the message from the bishop. 
 
PETER Why, what's up? 
 
FATHER This pestilence Philippa told us of has spread to Italy. Merchant ships fleeing the 
Asian ports landed first in Sicily, then others in Genoa. They carried spices and other such 
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luxuries, so naturally they were allowed to land. But evidently they also carried a more 
dangerous cargo. 
 
PETER I always said all this gadding about were daft. Our Philippa's always had a yen to 
go down to Canterbury to see St Thomas' shrine, but seen one, seen 'em all, that's what I say. 
I've never been further than Skipton market, and have I missed owt? 
 
FATHER I can't agree with you there, Peter. There's much to be learned from seeing other 
countries. I should dearly like to see Rome, myself. But not if there's pestilence. 
 
PETER There'll always be something. Big cities are a breeding ground for all sorts. Not to 
mention all the criminal types that hang out in them. Now in a village, everyone knows everyone 
else, and ... 
 
FATHER  (interrupts; he has heard this before) Yes, yes, but I must get on to St Mary's. Sicily, 
Genoa - it'll be Rome next, I imagine. And where then? 
 
PETER Well, like I said, it won't come here. And if the Pope has the ear of God like he's 
meant to do, if it does get to Rome it won't go no further. 
 
FATHER I hope you're right. I do indeed. 
 
Exit. Peter looks at his empty tankard. 
 
PETER Philippa! Hey, Philippa! What about some more ale while I wait for that dinner? (No 
answer. After a moment he shakes his head and goes off with the tankard, looking for a refill) 
 
 
SLIDE B 
23 Jan Wuhan, a city of more than 11 million, is quarantined by the Chinese government. 
 
24 Jan Coronavirus reaches France and Australia 
 
27 Jan It arrives in Germany 
 
30 Jan The World Health Organisation declares a global health emergency but does not   
  recommend trade and travel restrictions 
 
By 3 March Italy has seen 77 deaths and thousands of confirmed cases 
 
8 March Lombardy goes into lockdown 
 
11 March WHO calls it a 'pandemic': world deaths pass 4,700. The German Chancellor says    
  70% of the German population could get the virus. 
 
14 March Spain goes into lockdown 
 
15 March In France, restaurants and non-essential shops close; in Germany many public    
  events are cancelled and schools close; a 14-day self-isolation is required after  
  arrival in New Zealand and Australia 
 
2 April  There are more than 1 million confirmed cases globally. 
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Scene 2 
 
Enter Old Bess, a washerwoman, with a laundry basket. Puts it down on the bench and begins 
checking through it. 
 
BESS  Two shirts, yes. And all my lady's chemises. I'm sure there was something else ... 
Come on, now, Bessie, think! A kerchief, was it? 
 
DUKE  (entering) Talking to yourself, woman? You want to be careful - folks will start to 
accuse you of talking to the Devil. 
 
BESS  (bobs a curtsey)  Oh, my lord Duke, I'm sorry, I didn't see you there. 
 
DUKE  That's because I've only just arrived. Have you seen Dr Presteyne? 
 
BESS  No, my lord. Have you seen a kerchief, by any chance? 
 
DUKE  (confused) What? (Enter the doctor) Ah, doctor, I was looking for you. (To Bess) 
Well, get on, woman. Don't stand there dithering. (Bess bobs another curtsey and exits with her 
basket) That woman is definitely not the full shilling. 
 
DOCTOR You could say she was one shirt short of a full laundry basket. 
 
DUKE  (not amused) Don't try to make jokes. It doesn't suit you. Right, well, I wanted to 
talk about this plague. I've just arrived from Westminster, and the court is all of a doo-dah. 
Apparently there's panic right across Europe. The Jews are being blamed, as usual - supposedly 
they are poisoning the wells, and giving the plague to Christians in the water. Lots of massacres - 
Narbonne and Carcassonne in Provence sound to have been particularly thorough, and Basle 
penned them all up in wooden buildings and burned them alive.  
 
DOCTOR Did it help? I thought this plague spread through the air, not in water. 
 
DUKE  Well, you're the doctor. No, I don't suppose it did help, except people always feel 
better if they can blame someone. Not much use to us, anyway - we got rid of all our Jews a 
century ago. No-one left to massacre. 
 
DOCTOR That could explain why there's no plague here. 
 
DUKE  You're out of date, doctor. It's been spreading across the south-west for weeks. 
brought into Dorset by a trading ship. There or Bristol - stories differ, but it's here. (Doctor 
crosses himself) Well, that might help, but what else can we do? What's the latest medical 
opinion? You studied at the Faculty of Medicine in Paris, you're the expert. 
 
DOCTOR As I say, it is believed that the infection is in the air, so I would recommend burning 
aromatic woods, such as juniper or rosemary, and sprinkling the floor with vinegar and rose-
water. Exercise, of course, introduces more air into the body, so avoid exercise and move slowly 
at all times. 
 
DUKE  Damn it! So no hunting tomorrow? 
 
DOCTOR I would advise against it, my lord. For the same reason, hot baths, which open the 
pores, should also be shunned. 
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DUKE  Haven't taken a bath for months, so that's not a problem. Anything else? Will any 
of this actually cure this disease, or do we just try to avoid catching it in the first place? 
 
DOCTOR Well ... well, yes, I should say that about sums it up. I haven't heard of any 
successful cures. The best option is to get away somewhere secluded. Somewhere sheltered 
from the wind, and nowhere near the coast - it seems to be entering every country via the ports. 
How about one of your country estates? 
 
 
 
 
 
SLIDE C 
 

 
 
 
Mitigation strategy scenarios for Great Britain: it is clear that doing nothing will mean a massive  
overloading of the NHS's capacity, resulting in far more deaths. 
(adapted from Imperial College COVID-19 Response Team) 
 
 
 
Enter the Abbess. 
 
ABBESS My lord, good morning.  
 
DUKE  My lady abbess. How are things at St Mary's? 
 
ABBESS We're preparing our infirmary to accept the sick. I can't imagine this place will be 
spared. I've moved our elderly nuns into other quarters, to free up some beds. 
 
DUKE  How very organised of you. The doctor here was just recommending seclusion. 
Maybe you should think about putting each invalid in a separate room. 
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ABBESS That would hardly be practical, my lord; we don't have the space, and anyway the 
nuns who tended them would be going from one to another. Besides, I'm not sure even that 
would be effective. Have you not heard what happened in Norway? 
 
DUKE  No, why should I have? 
 
ABBESS Several leading families in Bergen fled to - Tusededal, if that's how you pronounce 
it - in the mountains, to build themselves a whole new town where they believed they'd be safe. 
News has just come that they have all been found dead, all but one young girl who was left living 
wild, all alone. 
 
DOCTOR That doesn't bode well for England. The Scandinavian countries have a lot more 
uninhabited land than we have.  
 
DUKE  They didn't exactly take this thing seriously, at first though, did they? 
 
ABBESS That's Sweden, not Norway. The Swedes were very slow off the mark - probably 
thought they were so far off the beaten track the plague wouldn't find them. Then they heard it 
was in Norway and took fright. The king has finally ordered his people to eat nothing but bread 
and water on Fridays, and to walk with bare feet to their parish churches.   
 
DOCTOR I wish I could believe that would help.  
 
ABBESS Penitence must be pleasing to God. 
 
DOCTOR But the Swedish king's two brothers have died.  
 
DUKE  That's what you get for being slow to take action. We need to get moving. 
Penitence is all very well - excuse me, my lady abbess - but seclusion sounds even better.  
 
ABBESS That option is only open to the rich, of course. And as the example of Bergen 
shows, even they may not succeed. 
 
DUKE  Yes, this plague isn't sparing the rich and powerful, is it? Not only the Swedish 
king's two brothers, but Pedro of Aragon lost his daughter and then his wife, and King Alfonso of 
Castile himself died. On Good Friday, no less. Makes you think. 
 
 
SLIDE D 
 
25 March Prince Charles tests positive for coronavirus 
 
27 March British Prime Minister and health minister test positive and go into self-isolation 
 
6 April  PM is hospitalised 
 
28 March Tom Hanks and wife return to US, having tested positive in Australia 
 
 
 
 
..... the play continues ... 


