


Bea Roberts (Author)
I started writing And Then Come The 
Nightjars in 2011, the ten year anniversary 
of the foot and mouth disease pandemic 
that exploded across my home in South 
Devon and caused devastation across rural 
communities throughout the U.K. Back then 
I was your average rural teenager living a 
frustrated existence on the edge of Dartmoor. 
I remember feeling that the whole county had 
been grounded; gigs, fairs, school events, 
friend’s parties all cancelled as the crisis 
worsened and spring dragged into summer. 

The kids from farming families disappeared 
from classes as farms were quarantined. 
Disinfectant sodden straw was strewn across 
roads. Yellow warning tape was strung across 
familiar footpaths and gates now marked out 
of bounds.

Now in 2021, I’m writing this from the edge 
of a national park that is once again closed to 

all visitors. Whilst the coronavirus pandemic 
is a different beast from foot and mouth, 
what once seemed like a strange communal 
nightmare for rural communities twenty years 
ago has become a palpable lived experience 
across the globe. 

But And Then Come The Nightjars was 
never just about the moment of crisis and 
the action spans many years. It’s a vivid and 
honest story of two ordinary men who live 
through extraordinary times with occasional 
dignity and constant humour inspired by the 
gutsy, contradictory characters and irreverent 
banter I grew up surrounded by. It’s a story 
of resilience and friendship and a deep 
connection to nature that cannot be broken. 

And Then Come The Nightjars was written to 
honour and commemorate a largely forgotten 
period in our history that happened to largely 
overlooked members of our community, 
so I couldn’t be more excited for this new 
production at the Minack and the chance to 
share this story once again.

Welcome to this Minack Theatre production of  
And Then Come the Nightjars

by Bea Roberts



John Brolly (Director)
Twenty years ago, an outbreak of foot and 
mouth disease spread uncontrollably across 
the UK. In the end over 6 million animals were 
slaughtered as the authorities took drastic 
measures to halt the spread. No aspect of 
life in the British countryside was unaffected. 
There are many parallels that can be drawn 
with today’s global pandemic, which will 
impact on our society in ways we are yet to 
discover. But it is the images of real people 
and how their lives will be changed that we will 
reflect on, after the statisticians and politicians 
have moved on. 

Bea Robert’s play is so successful because 
she uses the backdrop of a national crisis, but 
at the heart of it is a story of the friendship of 
two men under extreme pressure as their lives 
spin out of control.  The traditional rural way 
of life in Devon and across the UK was altered 
forever.  

This is a brilliant piece of writing and I am 
delighted to have the opportunity to work on 
this play alongside such an incredibly talented 
team.  It is inspiring that such an amazing play 
came out of such a terrible time and we must 
hope that in our own current unprecedented 
period of change, the creative industries will 
again work to heal and make sense of it all.

Foot and Mouth Disease in Numbers
The UK foot and mouth outbreak was first 
identified at an Essex abattoir on 
19 February 2001.

At least 57 farms had already been 
infected with the virus when the disease 
was confirmed. 

At the height of the crisis, more than 
10,000 vets, soldiers, field and support 
staff, assisted by thousands of contracted 
personnel, were working to combat the 
disease. 

Up to 100,000 animals were slaughtered 
and disposed of each day.

2,026 premises in Britain were officially 
declared infected.  Worst affected 
areas were Cumbria (with 893 infected 
premises), Dumfries and Galloway (176), 
Devon (173) and North Yorkshire (133). 

Animals were slaughtered on over 8,000 
further premises where it was believed 
that livestock had been exposed to the 
disease. 

The epidemic lasted for 32 weeks.

The outbreak cost over £3 billion to the 
public sector and more than £5 billion to 
the private sector.
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“This outbreak had a devastating effect on the rural economy 
and parts of the tourist industry. We must acknowledge that 
it was of an unprecedented nature and magnitude. In the 
light of what happened, urgent action is needed to produce 
contingency plans which would be more sensitive to outbreaks 
of different scales and thus be better suited to dealing with a 
future crisis on this scale.” 

Sir John Bourn
Head of the National Audit Office, 2002



Memories of 2001
Times of great crisis affect people in diverse ways.  Twenty years from now, we will have very 
different stories of the pandemic, depending on where we lived, how old we were, whether 
we lost loved ones to the virus and our individual circumstances.  Foot and mouth was a 
catastrophic disaster for some rural counties, especially Cumbria, but in other parts of the 
country its impact was barely felt.  For most of us, the human tragedy was invisible behind the 
locked farm gates and only glimpsed on news reports.  To reflect this context, we asked our 
team, none of whom were directly affected, what their memories of that time were.

“I have strong memories of the hastily 
barricaded footpaths around our house at the 
time and the aggressive homemade warning 
signs everywhere, but my strongest memory 
is more bizarre. I was playing Tony Blair in a 
satirical TV series and I spent a whole morning 
filming a section where his Jaguar is engulfed 
in the smoke from the pyres of burning 
carcasses and he leaps out to be sick by the 
side of the road.  We recreated this with cold 
minestrone soup, and as you can imagine it 
is not something I have fancied eating since!”  
John Brolly (Director)

“The foot and mouth epidemic happened 
in the spring of 2001 when I was only a few 
months old. I had heard people referring to it 
over the years but it’s only since researching 
for this play that I have discovered the full 
magnitude of what must have been a terrible 
event within the farming community.”  
Millie Brolly (Stage Manager)

“I was only 8 at the time, so my memories 
are hazy but my strongest memory is of the 
disinfecting mats one had to walk over when 
walking through the countryside or going to 
public places. I feel fortunate that that is the 
memory that prevailed and none of the sadder 
aspects”.  
Connie Crosby (Assistant Stage Manager)

“I grew up in the Wye Valley and I clearly 
remember the closed off fields and footpaths 
and of course, the culls. I was away at 
University in Leeds at the time but must have 
returned home for the holidays and seen the 
repercussions of what had happened in the 
area.”  Marion Harrison (Designer)

“I don’t have personal memories of foot and 
mouth. That year I was touring with Craig in 
Kneehigh‘s  Fishboy. We were playing two 
Spanish brothers who travelled around on a 
cart with their mother telling Causley’s story. 
That was fun and also both our partners got 
pregnant and we ended that period very 
happily with two new boys, Harvey and Luke, 
who ended up in the same class at Humphry 
Davy School.”  Steve Jacobs (Michael)

“During the foot and mouth epidemic, I was 
on tour with Kneehigh Theatre, so to be honest 
it did not have too much of an impact on 
me. I was aware of it happening, but more 
concerned with remembering my lines every 
evening. (I also had a brand new baby at the 
time, so was probably a bit wrapped up in 
that!)”  Craig Johnson (Jeffrey)

“Watching the news report talking about the 
farms along Hadrian’s Wall having to kill all 
their livestock.” 
Ben Sutcliffe (Composer & Musician)
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John Brolly (Director)
I am currently writing a stage adaptation of 
David Melling’s story The Kiss That Missed 
and I am looking forward to directing Emma 
Reeves’ adaptation of Hetty Feather again after 
its postponement during the pandemic. 

Millie Brolly (Stage Manager)
I’m so excited about all the projects I am 
working on at the Minack this year. I have just 
finished directing a series of plays in a day 
alongside leading sessions for the Acting 
Academy. I am looking forward to assistant 
directing for Kirstie Davis on The Wolves of 
Willoughby Chase in the summer!

What’s Next for Our Team

Connie Crosby (ASM)
I have just completed a short film for Kneehigh 
Theatre’s Random Acts of Art and another for The 
Writers’ Block. I am directing Coppice Theatre’s 
next show, Science Adventures: The Power Pickle, 
touring this summer. I will also be performing with 
‘Owdyado Theatre in their summer show, Twisted 
Tales Outdoors.
Marion Harrison (Designer)
I am currently researching and designing the 
costumes for the Minack’s production of The 

Wolves of Willoughby Chase which plays in 
August. I’m also working as the Production 
and Costumer designer for a short film in 
association with Ha-Hum-Ah Films which will 
begin filming in June.

Steve Jacobs (Michael)
Upcoming projects include two films I will 
be making. Both due to cover live shows 
that were cancelled. One of which is a filmed 
version of a show Grandma on the Moon with 
Az2B, another two-hander in which I play 
Timmy, who is 10 years old. 60 to 10. You 
never quite know what’s around the corner in 
this business.  

Craig Johnson (Jeffrey)
As a solo artist, I perform under the name 
Squashbox Theatre, producing marvellous, 
quirky and ingenious shows for children 
and families, so I will be performing those at 
many venues over the summer, including the 
Minack.

Ben Sutcliffe (Composer & Musician)
I am looking forward to the Minack production 
of The Wolves of Willoughby Chase, also my 
own Arts Council funded project The Boy in 
the Fountain by my Orchestra, The People’s 
String Foundation.


