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EDITIORIAL 

 

Pilot Theatre, Slung Low & York Theatre Royal to Partner for BLOOD + CHOCOLATE, 3-

20 Oct. 

August 12  

 

Three of the region's most dynamic theatre companies, Pilot Theatre , Slung Low and 

York Theatre Royal team up for the first time to take audiences on an epic journey 

through the streets of York as they present the ambitious and visually exciting 

promenade production Blood + Chocolate from the 3-20 October. 

 

The large scale professional and community production will tell the inspiring stories of 

the workers and owners of York's chocolate factories during the First World War 

alongside those of the young men involved in the terrible conflict. 

During the Christmas of 1914 the Lord Mayor of York sent out a chocolate tin, 

designed and made at the Rowntree's factory, to every soldier from York who fought 

at the front. 

 

As news came of the young men who would never return home the women of the 

city stepped into the jobs at the factories and the landscape of the city changed 

forever as its people struggled to reconcile beliefs of conscientious objection against 

family loyalties. 

Bringing the modern city of York alive the production will give audiences a unique 

experience as they follow the story through the city's streets as well as listen in via 

headphones to the characters' intimate conversations. 

Directed by Slung Low's Artistic Director Alan Lane and written by Olivier Award 

winning playwright Mike Kenny, author of The Railway Children and the York Mystery 

http://www.broadwayworld.com/


 
Plays 2012, Blood + Chocolate will feature a cast of 200, made up of professional 

and community actors from the city and the region. 

Besides its large cast, Blood + Chocolate will also feature up to 600 further 

community volunteers across all departments including costume making, stage 

management, a full choir, and photographers who will be documenting the process 

from beginning to end. 

Blood + Chocolate will be performed in the City of York from 3 to 20 October 2013. 

For more information and to book tickets, priced £18, concessions available, please 

call York Theatre Royal Box Office on 01904 623568 or visit 

www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk 
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Special chocolate bar launched to celebrate new theatre production 

10:41am Tuesday 13th August 2013 in News  

 

Participants of Blood + Chocolate, from left, Catherine Lyth, Marc Thompson, James 

O'Neill and his son Jack, nine, at the Blood and Chocolate launch at York Minster  

A SPECIAL chocolate bar has been launched to celebrate a new theatre 

production in York.  

 

The limited edition Blood + Chocolate Bar will be on sale until the end of October 

with proceeds going towards the costs of staging the large-scale promenade 

production bearing the same name.  

 

Pilot Theatre, Slung Low and York Theatre Royal teamed up with York Cocoa House 

to create the hand-made chocolate, with each bar featuring the image of a city 

landmark which will be visited during the show.  

 

Blood + Chocolate, which will run from October 3 to 20, explores the stories of the 

workers and owners of York’s chocolate factories during the First World War as well 

as those of the men involved in the conflict.  

 

Two people who find a golden ticket inside their wrapper will win VIP tickets, a glass 

of champagne and chocolate goodies from York Cocoa House, as well as a 

chance to meet the production’s creative team.  

The chocolate bar can be bought at Visit York Information Centre, York Cocoa 

House, York Minster, York's Chocolate Story, Boyes and York Theatre Royal.  

For tickets for Blood + Chocolate phone York Theatre Royal on 01904 623568 or visit 

at yorktheatreroyal.co.uk  

  

http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/news/
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/


 
 

  

Blood + Chocolate - the First World War play by York-based playwright Mike Kenny 

 
Mike Kenny playwright  

Esther Leach Wednesday, October 9, 2013  

12:10 AM  

Award-winning York-based playwright Mike Kenny has written a major new work in 

the run up to the centenary of the First World War. Tony Greenway talks to him 

In rehearsals for Blood + Chocolate Photo by John 

R.Saunders 

Occasionally, strangers ask Mike Kenny what he does for a living. He admits it’s 

usually better to say less, even though he’s currently one of the most popular and 

prolific playwrights working in the UK, specialising in young people’s theatre.  

mailto:esther.leach@yorkshirelife.co.uk
http://www.yorkshirelife.co.uk/home
http://www.yorkshirelife.co.uk/polopoly_fs/mike_kenny_mustcreditrobertday_1_2858042!image/2033087631.jpg_gen/derivatives/landscape_630/2033087631.jpg


 
‘People seem to think children’s playwrights do it because they can’t get “a proper 

job” writing for adults,’ he says. ‘I mean, would you say that to JK Rowling or Walt 

Disney?’ It’s a good point — and, anyway, Mike’s stage credentials are impeccable. 

He was named by the Independent on Sunday as one of the UK’s top 10 living 

playwrights and his work is performed regularly throughout the UK and all over the 

world. In 2008 he won huge acclaim for his Olivier Award-winning adaptation of The 

Railway Children which delighted audiences at unusual venues, namely York’s 

National Railway Museum and London’s Waterloo Station. 

He’s always in demand. Last Christmas, three of Mike’s fairytale adaptations played 

at three separate major Yorkshire theatres (including Sleeping Beauty at the West 

Yorkshire Playhouse in Leeds); and earlier in 2012 he hit national headlines as the 

writer of the epic York Mystery Plays.  

‘That was a bit of a monster,’ agrees Mike. ‘I said yes to the Mystery Plays and then, 

gradually, over the following months and years, the reality of what I’d agreed to 

began to dawn on me. It was daunting. And it took a long time. At one point I 

crossed out everything I felt I could do away with and I still had about seven hours 

worth of material left.’ 

This month, two of Mike’s plays appear in York. The first is another children’s theatre 

production called The Boy Who Cried Wolf, which is inspired by the famous Aesop 

fable and is performed at the Theatre Royal (suitable for children of three and over 

and their families).  

The second is a piece of large scale community theatre called Blood + Chocolate 

as part of the run-up to the centenary of the First World War. This is almost certainly 

the biggest, most logistically challenging theatrical production taking place in the 

North this year, a ‘promenade’ show with a cast of over 200.  

It’s also one of the most hauntingly poignant. 

The play tells the story of how, in 1914, the Lord Mayor of York sent out a chocolate 

tin, designed and made at the Rowntree’s factory, to every soldier from York who 

fought at the front. The tins found their way to young men in trenches who would 

never see home again; while, back in York, the women of the city — who had lost or 

would lose husbands, sons and brothers — took jobs at the factories to keep the 

home fires burning. 

This is an ambitious drama that’s almost cinematic in its scope, telling real stories 

about real people. Audiences start at York Theatre Royal and follow through the city 

streets, watching the events unfold in and around some of York’s landmark buildings 

while listening in to the characters’ conversations via headphones. 

‘I suppose the scale is daunting,’ admits Mike, ‘but oddly, it’s not the thing that preys 

most on my mind. I’m very aware that these stories are based on the lives of people 



 
who actually existed, and I feel a huge responsibility to them. They are voices who 

are often not heard, of ordinary people, who experienced extraordinary events.’ 

To write Blood + Chocolate was, he says, a privilege. Mike grew up in a working class 

family in Oswestry, Shropshire, and remembers his first theatre experience vividly. 

‘Well,’ he says, ‘actually I had one of those horrible clown moments first when a 

friend of my dad’s put on a show for the kids at the local gasworks. That totally 

freaked me out and I had to be carried home.  

‘But the first proper show I remember was a panto in Liverpool with — and this is how 

long ago it was — Jimmy Jewel and Ruby Murray. I remember being confused all 

the way there because someone said: “We’ve got tickets in the circle.” I thought: 

“We’re going to be sitting in a circle? How are we going to see anything?”’ 

The transformative moment for Mike came sitting in the theatre watching the risqué 

hippy rock musical, Hair, which featured the hit song Let the Sun Shine In, drug use 

and plenty of male and female nudity. Unfortunately, while everyone was getting 

naked on stage, Mike was sitting in the stalls with his mother. 

‘I was a teenager sitting next to my mum watching this play which had nudity in it,’ 

he groans. ‘But it also had a rock band and a cast that invaded the audience. I had 

that feeling that I wanted to do this. I wanted to be involved somehow.’ 

It didn’t happen overnight. Mike trained to be a teacher first — he comes from a 

‘have something to fall back on’ sort of family, he says — and, finally, after years of 

working on fringe plays and in free workshops, landed a job in a theatre education 

company at the old Leeds Playhouse. He stayed there for nearly 10 years as his 

writing career began to flourish. 

Children are the theatre audiences of tomorrow, of course; so it’s vital to drag them 

away from their computer games and The X Factor and get them fired up by the 

stage. Once they’re in their seats, they love it but getting them into the theatre can 

be half the battle.  

‘I think that’s true,’ says Mike, ‘and I don’t know what that’s about, really. I also think, 

sadly, theatre audiences are getting older. But some companies do break through, 

such as (Cornwall-based) Kneehigh, which has a very young following. Because if 

theatre is done properly it’s amazing, although (theatre and film director) Peter 

Brook said once: “There’s nothing quite as disappointing as bad theatre.” You can 

be so let down by it. But if theatre is good it still does the business for me. There’s 

nothing like it.’  

The Boy who Cried Wolf appears at York Theatre Royal until October 12th 

Blood + Chocolate appears in York from October 3rd-20th - yorktheatreroyal.co.uk 

  



 
 

 

Hunt is on to find York’s golden ticket 

by YorkMix on August 13, 2013 

 
Chocs away… will there be a tasty surprise in your bar? Picture shows James O’Neill 

(left) and his son Jack with soldier Marc Thompson and Catherine Lyth. Photograph: 

John R Saunders 

Calling all Violet Beauregardes and Augustus Gloops – York is launching its own 

version of the great Golden Ticket hunt. 

Just as in Charlie And The Chocolate Factory, a special chocolate bar has been 

created with a small number bearing the fabled golden ticket hidden inside the 

wrapper. 

In this case the bar has been created by York Cocoa House, rather than Willy 

Wonka. And while the prize is not a lifetime’s supply of confectionery, it is well worth 

having – VIP theatre tickets, a glass of champagne and chocolate goodies from 

York Cocoa House. 

The sugar-coated treasure hunt marks the launch of Blood + Chocolate, a major 

community theatre production which takes to the streets of York this October. 

The show will tell the inspiring stories of the workers and owners of York’s chocolate 

factories during the First World War alongside those of the young men involved in the 

terrible conflict. 

Audiences who go to see the play will follow the actors as they take the 

performance to various locations in the city centre.  

Pilot Theatre, Slung Low and York Theatre Royal teamed up with York Cocoa House 

to create a very special Chocolate bar to celebrate the October production. 

http://www.yorkmix.com/author/yorkmix/
http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0141322713/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1634&creative=19450&creativeASIN=0141322713&linkCode=as2&tag=wwwyorkmixcom-21
http://www.yorkcocoahouse.co.uk/
http://www.pilot-theatre.com/?idno=1183
http://www.pilot-theatre.com/?idno=1
http://slunglow.macmate.me/index.html
http://www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk/shows/blood_and_chocolate.php#.UgpZUGTF1TM
http://www.yorkmix.com/
http://www.yorkmix.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/blood-chocolate-golden-ticket.jpg


 
The hand made Blood + Chocolate Bars will be on sale until the end of October. 

Each one will feature the image of a York landmark featured as a backdrop to the 

production. They are on sale at the Cocoa House, Visit York Information Centre, York 

Minster, York’s Chocolate Story, Boyes and York Theatre Royal.  

Proceeds will go towards staging the community production. 

As well as the VIP tickets to Blood + Chocolate and other prizes, winners of the two 

golden tickets will get the chance to meet the creative team behind the show. 

  

 

 Blood + Chocolate is a promenade production starting from York Theatre Royal and 

running from Thursday, October 3 to Sunday, October 20 

 Tickets are on sale at the York Theatre Royal website or via the box office on 01904 

623568 

  

http://www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk/shows/blood_and_chocolate.php#.UgpdZmTF1TN


 
 

 

Yorkshire theatre companies use chocolate bar sales to fund show  

By: Nicola Merrifield  

Theatre companies Pilot Theatre and Slung Low along with York Theatre Royal are 

raising funds towards their autumn co-production through sales of a new chocolate 

bar. 

The chocolate bar has been inspired by new promenade show Blood and 

Chocolate, which takes place around the city and explores the stories of chocolate 

factory workers and those on the frontline during the First World War. The design of 

each bar will include images of York landmarks. 

Local confectionary shop York Cocoa House has created the Blood and Chocolate 

Bar, which is on sale until the end of October at the theatre, Visit York Information 

Centre and other retail outlets. 

Featuring a cast of 200 professional and local community actors, the production will 

also include up to 600 community volunteers, who will help with costume-making, 

stage management, feature in the choir and document the piece by 

photographing it. 

Blood and Chocolate is by Mike Kenny, who wrote the site- specific adaptation of 

The Railway Children that took place at London’s Waterloo station. 

It is directed by Slung Low’s artistic director Alan Lane and runs from October 3 to 20. 

  

http://www.thestage.co.uk/author/nicola-merrifield/
http://www.thestage.co.uk/


 

Guest blog: The people’s theatre stars the people 

Posted on 17 August 2013 Written by A Younger Theatre 

 

A few weeks ago an Indian company called Jana Natya Manch came to visit Slung 

Low’s home, the HUB. They are this fierce, rather brilliant agit-prop theatre company 

who were going around the country on a trade union organised tour. They called 

into our rather tatty, very precious five railway arches in South Leeds to show us one 

of their pieces and have dinner with us. I rather fell in love with them. 

They make theatre on the steps of factories, and places where people work and 

eat, discussing issues and educating about things that will make an absolute 

difference to people today, this very moment. They are brave in their theatrical 

styles (they go toe-to-toe with Delhi traffic without amplification) and with their 

bodies – one of their members was beaten to death during a performance a few 

years ago – a type of courage that mercifully we don’t have to contemplate here. 

So, they are ideal role models for a theatre director hurtling towards middle age and 

looking for heroes who don’t care what a KPI is. At the HUB they performed in front 

of their banner, on which the words “The People’s Theatre Stars the People” were 

written. 

http://www.ayoungertheatre.com/guest-blog-the-peoples-theatre-stars-the-people/
http://www.ayoungertheatre.com/author/admin/
http://www.ayoungertheatre.com/


 

 

I’ve been thinking about that a lot whilst I’ve been working on Blood and 

Chocolate, Mike Kenny’s first world war epic about chocolate workers in York. For 

the past couple of years, ever since there were conferences declaring we were 

Stronger Together, there has been talk from all sorts of quarters in all sorts of 

language about how we need to make changes in the face of a Government who 

often appear to not give a shit, and who look increasingly likely to continue to 

reduce the amount of money invested in the arts. The theme running through all 

these declarations – no matter the personal politics of the declarer – has been Make 

People Care More. Make people care enough to write to their MP, make people 

care enough to leave you something in their will, or in Slung Low’s slightly banditry 

way, enough to pay to name your toilet. But make people care. Matter to them. 

And their caring might be enough to save us from those who think we’re irrelevant. 

The different ways in which the sector has responded to this realisation has been 

inspiring. Apart from the organisations which decided to simply just do what they 

had always been doing but perhaps a little more cost efficiently – those people are 

a drag on the ticket and the race is too tight to carry them any longer. The different 

ways in which we’ve changed tack, upscaled, reorganised is no more than you’d 

expect from a community that does what we do. 

Blood and Chocolate is not an easy project to bring to life. Three organisations with 

a more different outlook on things you really could not imagine. The HUB is five 

railway arches where we grow vegetables in discarded bath tubs, which young 

artists can weed in return for rehearsal space; York Theatre Royal has transformed its 

garden into a grill cooking burgers to sell to families in the interval of its summer 

smash hit King Arthur; there are many many differences between the theatre 

company that works out of a metal box for an office and the organisation that runs 

the successful tech and arts conference Shift Happens. And yet we begin rehearsals 

in two weeks and we stand completely united in our collective endeavour. And it 

was whilst thinking about the Indian company that I realised what that endeavour 

was; it’s that we all, for this moment together, believe: that The People’s Theatre 

Stars The People. 

http://alanlaneblog.wordpress.com/2013/01/31/blog-post-philanthropy-will-come-to-holbeck/
http://www.ayoungertheatre.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/photo-3.jpg


 

 

There are many ways that can be done, from You Me Bum Bum Train to the shows of 

Red Ladder to Chris Goode’s 9 and much much else between. Blood and 

Chocolate attempts to do all of them at once. To tell the story of the people of a 

town, have it performed by the people of that town and then perform it slap bang 

in the middle of that town. 

I don’t pretend that we are inventing anything new here. We’ve come full circle, 

returned to important roots in our search for something that matters. And for me it 

has been as great a revelation as the visiting Indian company. The company 

matters – the stars of the people’s theatre are the people. In this instance, 180 

volunteers who signed up six months ago to take part in a show that I could not 

describe to them when they auditioned for it, because we hadn’t finished it yet. 

Many of them have only traditional forms of theatre by way of context. All of them 

have given an unbelievable amount of time already just for the training workshops 

to prepare them for rehearsals. 

This collection of volunteers will perform for 21 consecutive performances and bake 

cakes each week to sell in rehearsals to raise funds for the production budget. There 

are volunteer costume makers, stage managers, mic runners: the entire project is 

balanced and built from the care felt by an increasing army of volunteers working 

tirelessly alongside the creative team. We talk about diversity in theatre all the time, 

wringing our hands about training and audience expectation: the all shapes and 

sizes and types that make up the determined company of Blood and Chocolate is a 

diversity I have never seen before, and I believe may well be the saving of us. 

For all the talent of Mike Kenny’s script, for all the investment from Pilot and for all the 

admiration and awe in which I hold my fellow Slung Low creatives, the real vitality of 

Blood and Chocolate is that company. The thing that matters in this epic, sprawling 

mess is them. The star of the people’s theatre. The reason three such disparate 

organisations have come together is the simple realisation that separately we can’t 

do it, we can’t achieve what the company demands and deserves – the story of the 

people, told by the people in the people’s places. 

It turns out that it’s not just agit-prop Indian theatre companies who make suitable 

heroes for theatre directors rapidly hurtling towards middle age. The company of 



 
Blood and Chocolate are my heroes and they made me realise that if you want to 

make a relationship vital it’s good to let those you need speak once in a while. 

Alan Lane is Artistic Director of Slung Low. You can follow him on Twitter or visit Slung 

Low’s website. 

- See more at: http://www.ayoungertheatre.com/guest-blog-the-peoples-theatre-

stars-the-people/#sthash.012s81gj.dpuf 

  

http://www.twitter.com/slunglowalan
http://www.slunglow.macmate.me/styled-5/page9/index.html
http://www.ayoungertheatre.com/guest-blog-the-peoples-theatre-stars-the-people/#sthash.012s81gj.dpuf
http://www.ayoungertheatre.com/guest-blog-the-peoples-theatre-stars-the-people/#sthash.012s81gj.dpuf


 

 

Richard Standing, Lisa Howard & More Set for Pilot Theatre, Slung Low & York Theatre 

Royal's BLOOD + CHOCOLATE 

August 26  

12:08 PM2013  

 

Pilot Theatre, Slung Low and York Theatre Royal are delighted to announce full 

casting for the eagerly awaited autumn promenade production of Mike Kenny's 

BLOOD + CHOCOLATE. 

Directed by Slung Low's artistic director Alan Lane, BLOOD + CHOCOLATE will feature 

a cast of four professional actors, as well as 190 community actors from the city of 

York and beyond. 

Blood + Chocolate's cast will feature Richard Standing, who received much praise 

for his performance as Martin in the critically acclaimed Jonathan Miler production 

of Rutherford & Son for Northern Broadsides, as Conscience; Luke Adamson (Brassed 

Off & Enjoy, York Theatre Royal) as George; Lisa Howard (Big Society, Red Ladder 

Theatre Company & Loves Labour's Lost, Northern Broadsides) as Mother and Jo 

Mousley (David Copperfield, Oldham Coliseum and Corrie!, National tour) as Sarah. 

Performed as a promenade production, Blood + Chocolate will use the city of York 

as its backdrop and tell the inspiring stories of the workers and owners of York's 

http://www.broadwayworld.com/people/Lisa-Howard/
http://www.broadwayworld.com/people/David-Copperfield/
http://www.broadwayworld.com/


 
chocolate factories during the First World War alongside those of the young men 

involved in the terrible conflict. 

Blood + Chocolate, which is one of the largest productions ever staged in the City of 

York will also feature 100 choir members; 60 costume makers; 30 stage managers; 15 

sound team; 30 promotions group members; 32 photographers; 60 administrators 

and over 100 Front of House staff. 

Blood + Chocolate will run in the City of York from 3-20 October 

For further information on Blood + Chocolate visit www.pilot-theatre.com 

For tickets call the York Theatre Royal Box Office on 01904 623568 or visit 

www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk 

  

http://www.pilot-theatre.com/
http://www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk/


 

 

The best theatre of autumn 2013: from Richard II to Let The Right One In 

A hard-hitting musical about a notorious Alabama rape case has contemporary 

resonance, a vampire play is guaranteed to produce gasps of terror, and David 

Tennant returns to Shakespeare 

 Michael Billington and Lyn Gardner  

 The Guardian, Sunday 1 September 2013 18.00 BST  

Blood + Chocolate 

Frontline heroics, conscientious objectors and the manufacture of chocolate are 

part of the mix in this ambitious promenade show, set during the first world war. Two 

of the north's most interesting companies, Slung Low and Pilot, join forces with York 

Theatre Royal to create a large-scale, city-wide piece involving professional and 

community actors. Theatre Royal, York, 3-20 October, yorktheatreroyal.co.uk 

  

http://www.theguardian.com/profile/michaelbillington
http://www.theguardian.com/profile/lyngardner
http://www.guardian.co.uk/theguardian
http://www.pilot-theatre.com/?idno=1183
http://yorktheatreroyal.co.uk/
http://www.theguardian.com/uk


 

 

 

THEATRE RSS FEED  

Rehearsals start for Blood + Chocolate show 

7:57am Monday 9th September 2013 in Theatre  

Rehearsals begin for Blood + Chocolate at the 

Guildhall in York  

After nearly two years of preparation, rehearsals have finally begun for the cast of 

York’s must-see theatre event of the year – Blood + Chocolate.  

Written by York’s Olivier Award winning playwright Mike Kenny, author of The Railway 

Children and the York Mystery Plays 2012, Blood + Chocolate will feature a cast of 

180, made up of professional and community actors from the city and beyond.  

The promenade production will explore the inspiring stories of the workers and 

owners of York’s chocolate factories during the First World War alongside those of 

the young men involved in the conflict.  

Besides its large cast, Blood + Chocolate will also feature up to 600 further 

community volunteers across all departments, including costume making, stage 

management, a full choir, and photographers who will be documenting the process 

from beginning to end. The show will have its world premiere from October 3 to 20.  

For more information, phone York Theatre Royal box office on 01904 623568 or visit 

yorktheatreroyal.co.uk  

  

http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/leisure/theatre/rss/
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/leisure/theatre/
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/search/?search=York+mystery+plays&topic_id=7473
http://www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk/
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/


 
ONE AND OTHER 

The Secret Scenes Behind Blood + Chocolate Part 2 

Culture, Stage 

September 11th, 2013 

Blood + Chocolate  

Tom Bellerby, Associate Artist. 

You may have seen some strange things in York over the last few weeks (and I’m not 

just talking about the aftermath of the Ebor race meet). Films projected onto the 

side of some of York’s landmarks, a squadron of men marching through the city 

center, objects that belong a hundred years ago waiting to be used. These strange 

events and happenings will become more and more frequent in the next few weeks 

as rehearsals for Blood + Chocolate begin to increasingly take to the streets. This is 

the only real way to rehearse this epic show as no matter how many hours are spent 

drilling, learning dance routines and rehearsing dialogue nothing can really 

substitute the experience of doing this in the streets in which this story is set. 

For my part this first week of rehearsals has been spent working on some of the 

scenes of the play for the first time. The only time many of the scenes will be 

rehearsed indoors. This has been our chance to interrogate the text, get to the 

bottom of exactly what’s being said and have an experiment and play as to the 

best ways to communicate this to an audience. The diversity of the scenes I have 

been working on in the last week give a good idea of just how wide the scope of 

the piece Mike Kenny has written is. I have rehearsed sections involving British Army 

commander Field Marshall Douglas Haig, York’s own Joseph Rowntree, Baden 

Powell, several young soldiers about to take what they think will be the glorious 

plunge into war and several of those left behind in the factories of York left to 

contemplate how the world in which they live will be changed by the war forever. 

Yet despite the wide scope of the play the story we are telling still feels like an 

incredibly intimate one. The war was a universal event, which left none unaffected, 

and yet all who lived though it has their own story. This is something Mike has 

captured brilliantly and it is now our job to bring to life. And we have three weeks left 

to do it. We are very lucky to have such a committed cast and hard working group 

of people working alongside us to achieve this aim. 

So if you see a group of people looking like they belong one hundred years ago feel 

free to stop and watch for a bit and if you like what you see buy your ticket here. 

 

 

http://www.oneandother.com/categories/culture/
http://www.oneandother.com/categories/culture/stage/
http://www.oneandother.com/authors/blood-chocolate/
http://www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk./
http://www.oneandother.com/authors/blood-chocolate/


 
 

HARROGATE ADVERTISER 

 

Emma’s role in York epic Blood + Chocolate 

 

Actress Emma Tugman. 

By Graham Chalmers 

One of York’s most exciting theatrical projects of the decade will feature a member 

of staff from Harrogate Theatre. 

Emma Tugman, actress and theatre administrator, is taking a major role in Blood + 

Chocolate - a citywide adventure through the streets of York. 

Featuring a cast of 200 plus nearly 600 community volunteers, the show explores the 

inspiring stories of the workers and owners of York’s chocolate factories during the 

First World War alongside those of the young men involved in the terrible conflict. 

Emma said: “ I’m really excited to be part of it and to have the opportunity to work 

with Slung Low and Pilot Theatre. The vision and ideas around staging this production 

are fantastic and the script is characterful and poignant.” 

Written by Olivier Award Winning writer Mike Kenny (The Railway Children, York 

Mystery Plays 2012), this exciting promenade production is directed by Alan Lane, 

artistic director of Slung Low, one of three dynamic theatre companies behind this 

ambitious and visually stunning extravaganza. 

Lane’s cast will be led by the quartet of professionals, Richard Standing, Luke 

Adamson, Lisa Howard and Jo Mousley. 

Emma will feature prominently among the hundreds of amateurs as Nurse with 

scenes set in a field hospital at the height of the war. 

http://www.harrogateadvertiser.co.uk/what-s-on/theatre/emma-s-role-in-york-epic-blood-chocolate-1-6045605
http://www.harrogateadvertiser.co.uk/what-s-on/theatre/emma-s-role-in-york-epic-blood-chocolate-1-6045605


 
She said: “There’s quite a bit of choreography for all the nurses, which is a little 

challenging, but it should paint a vivid story picture of a hospital ward.” 

The story of Blood + Chocolate was inspired by true events during the First World War. 

During the Christmas of 1914 the Lord Mayor of York sent out a chocolate tin, 

designed and made at the Rowntree’s factory, to every soldier from York who 

fought at the front. 

As news came of the young men who would never return home the women of the 

city stepped into the jobs at the factories and the landscape of the city changed 

forever as its people struggled to reconcile beliefs of conscientious objection against 

family loyalties. 

Bringing the city of York alive, the epic production will give audiences a unique 

experience as they follow the story through the city’s streets as well as listen in via 

headphones to the characters’ intimate conversations. 

Co-presented by Pilot Theatre and York Theatre Royal, Blood + Chocolate will have 

its world premiere in the City of York on October 3. 

For tickets, call York Theatre Royal Box Office on 01904 623568 or visit 

www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk 
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Blood + Chocolate now has cast in place for epic show 

12:02pm Thursday 22nd August 2013 in Theatre  

 

Cast members in a read-through for Blood + Chocolate  

CASTING is complete for this autumn’s promenade production of Mike Kenny’s Blood 

+ Chocolate on the streets of York.  

Mounted by York company Pilot Theatre, Leeds company Slung Low and York 

Theatre Royal, the epic First World War tale will feature a cast of four professional 

actors and 190 community players from York and beyond.  

Directed by Slung Low’s artistic director Alan Lane, the production will be among the 

largest ever to be staged in York, the cast being joined by 100 choir members; 60 

costume makers; 30 stage managers; 15 sound team members; 30 promotions group 

members; 32 photographers; 60 administrators; and more than 100 front of house 

staff.  

Using the city of York as its backdrop, Kenny’s play will tell the stories of the workers 

and owners of York’s chocolate factories during the First World War, alongside those 

of the young men involved in the conflict.  

http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/leisure/theatre/
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/


 
Lane’s cast will be led by the quartet of professionals, Richard Standing, Selby actor 

Luke Adamson, Lisa Howard and Jo Mousley.  

Standing was last seen on a York stage as glass factory foreman Martin in Northern 

Broadsides’ touring production of Rutherford & Son at the Theatre Royal in May, and 

this time he will be playing Conscience.  

Adamson, who appeared at the Theatre Royal in Brassed Off and Alan Bennett’s 

Enjoy, will play George; Howard, from Northern Broadsides’ Love’s Labours Lost and 

Red Ladder’s Big Society, will be Mother; and Mousley, from the national tour of 

Corrie!, will be Sarah.  

Among the key community cast roles will be Roger Farrington as The Father, an alias 

for Joseph Rowntree. Farrington is no stranger to playing the high and mighty, or 

indeed the high and almighty, having once performed the role of God in the 

Mystery Plays.  

Edith Kirkwood, who was Mary Magdalene in last summer’s York Mystery Plays, will be 

Maise; young York actors Ryan Quarmby and Anthony Harrison will play Eddy and 

Fred; and Nicola Bradley will be Phyllis, “a real northern lass”.  

John Hoyland and Alana Gibb have been picked to play Brother and Sister, Hoyland 

having been one of the Apostles in the 2012 Mystery Plays.  

Ian Giles will play Officer, after making his mark in Two Planks And A Passion at the 

Theatre Royal in 2011 and in last year’s Mystery Plays.  

Emma Tugman, who has a “proper job” as theatre administrator at Harrogate 

Theatre, was in the Mystery Plays too. She will add Nurse to her repertoire.  

• Blood + Chocolate will run in the City of York from October 3 to 20. Box office: 

01904 623568 or yorktheatreroyal.co.uk  
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ONE AND OTHER 

Blood + Chocolate Launch Night: What we saw 

Culture 

September 17th, 2013 

Steven Parker 

Blood + Chocolate.  12th September 2013 ~ York Cocoa House. 

  

York Cocoa House made the perfect setting for the press launch of Blood + 

Chocolate last night. Sitting alongside the glasses being filled with Chocolate Wine ( 

sounds so wrong tastes so right ) was an important part of the inspiration behind this 

theatrical project. An original tin sent by York’s Lord Mayor on the behalf of one 

Oscar F Rowntree to all York troops on the frontline Christmas 1914. The tin contained 

chocolate from the Rowntree factory back in their home town. 

 

http://www.oneandother.com/categories/culture/
http://www.oneandother.com/authors/steven-parker/
http://www.oneandother.com/authors/steven-parker/
http://www.oneandother.com/articles/blood-chocolate-launch-night-what-we-saw/blood-chocolate-steven-parker-photography-2/
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As the full horror of the First World War became apparent and so many of those men 

never came back the city’s women took their places in the factories and our city 

and the whole country began to change forever. 

 

http://www.oneandother.com/articles/blood-chocolate-launch-night-what-we-saw/sophie-jewett-steven-parker-photography/
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http://www.oneandother.com/articles/blood-chocolate-launch-night-what-we-saw/picture-15-50/


 

 

From October 3rd York city centre will provide the backdrop for this ambitious and 

truly immersive production telling the story of our city’s association with the 

chocolate industry and the effect it has had on the lives of it’s residents during the 

Great War. A ‘promenade’ performance it will take its audience, literally, on a 

journey, through the streets of the city with a cast of 200. 

All of those cast members will have radio mic’s and by wearing headphones the 

audience will hear intimate dialogue from scenes taking place throughout the city. 

We are also promised high drama as ‘going over the top’ is recreated on the 

familiar environment of Parliament Street. It promises to be a memorable experience 

and one to resonate deeply with all residents of our special city. 

A collaboration between Pilot Theatre, Slung Low and Theatre Royal and written by 

Mike Kenny the premiere is 3rd October with tickets available from the Theatre 

Royal’s box office. 

  

http://www.oneandother.com/articles/blood-chocolate-launch-night-what-we-saw/picture-17-53/


 

Thurock gazette 

Win tickets to see Blood + Chocolate at York Theatre Royal  

 

We have teamed up with Pilot Theatre, Slung Low and York Theatre Royal to offer 

readers the chance to attend the very first performance of one of the most highly 

anticipated theatre productions of 2013: Blood + Chocolate. 

 

Set in the beautiful city of York and featuring a cast of 180 actors the epic 

promenade production will explore the inspiring stories of the workers and owners of 

York’s chocolate factories during the First World War alongside those of the young 

men involved in the terrible conflict.  

 

Bringing the modern city of York alive the production will give audiences a unique 

experience as they follow the story through the city’s streets as well as listen in to the 

characters’ intimate conversations. 

 

 

 

 

  



 
 

 

Blood + Chocolate, York Theatre Royal, October 03-20 

7:00am Wednesday 18th September 2013 in What's on  

Blood + Chocolate, York Theatre Royal, October 3-20  

YORK’S chocolate heritage and factories are to be celebrated in a major new play 

performed in the city by its people.  

Set in York in 1914, Blood + Chocolate, created and produced by Pilot Theatre, Slung 

Low and York Theatre Royal, tells the inspiring stories of the workers and owners of 

York’s chocolate factories during the First World War, alongside those of the young 

men involved in the terrible conflict.  

The play, which takes place in National Chocolate Week, from October 03-20, 

features a cast of 180 professional and community actors, who will bring the modern 

city of York alive and will give audiences a unique experience as they follow the 

story through the city’s streets.  

York was once known as the ‘Chocolate City’ – the air would smell of chocolate 

and a thick chocolate dust would cover every surface as it erupted from the city’s 

chocolate factories.  

Every York family had a connection to one of the factories, which were more than 

just a workplace; they were a way of life, a source of support, a family, providers of 

education, health care and accommodation.  

By the time of the First World War, the confectionery industry in York revolved around 

three prominent factories: Rowntree’s of York, Cravens of York and Terry’s of York. 

They were the main employers in the city with a combined workforce of 20,000 

people, 30 per cent of York’s working population.  

http://www.gazetteherald.co.uk/leisure/whatson/
http://www.gazetteherald.co.uk/


 
When war broke out in 1914, prominent members of the Rowntree firm were at the 

helm of the city.  

John Bowes Morrell was the first non-Rowntree family member permitted to join the 

board of the firm, and he served the first of his terms of office as Lord Mayor with 

friend and colleague, Oscar Fred Rowntree, serving as his Sheriff.  

Between them they personally financed the production of a tin of chocolate to be 

given to every serving soldier from York that Christmas.  

Their benevolence was not unacknowledged as the men of York were clearly 

moved in their letters by the sentiments of a city back home, of the firm that 

employed so many and the symbol of hope that a simple chocolate bar conveyed.  

For the launch of the new play, York’s newest chocolatier, York Cocoa House, has 

created a limited edition chocolate bar which will only be on sale in York, with all 

proceeds going towards staging the play in the city.  

For more information and to book tickets, priced £18, phone 01904 623568 or visit 

www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk  
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Behind the Scenes of Blood+Chocolate: Lucy Hind 

Culture, Stage 

September 20th, 2013 

Blood + Chocolate  

It’s week three of Blood + Chocolate rehearsals and we are now well into the 

logistics of this great adventure. 

I am an Associate Director of Slung Low and Choreographer of this show. I have the 

pleasure of collaborating with Slung Low’s outstanding composer Heather 

Fenoughty, we work closely together to marry the music and choreography. It’s a 

rare opportunity for a choreographer to work with such a big cast and I am loving 

being able to make such beautiful pictures with our great cast of actors and 

dancers. 

Rehearsals are fun, the cast are always laughing, keeping me on my toes and 

trusting me, keeping us going through the long days. They bring a renewed sense of 

enthusiasm and commitment when they arrive every evening. Some rehearsals have 

been in the pouring rain and they have marched and danced and stood in 

character for hours, a testament to how much they want this show to be the best it 

can be. I can’t wait for them to have an audience to appreciate their hard work. 

The Nurses choreography is a very big section and I have a wonderful cast of nurses. 

Because the hospital scene is nightmarish in tone, the composer and I have decided 

not to set a regimented rhythm, more of an underscore, I wanted the hospital to feel 

as chaotic as a frontline military hospital, but within it, run by a group of extremely 

efficient nurses and matrons. We choreographed and learned 8 different chapters, 

and the way it works is, there is one head nurse per bed, who calls each section. It is 

her job to keep her team in shape and time. Each individual bed will be sharp and 

regimented but not necessarily in time with other beds. The choreographic 

http://www.oneandother.com/categories/culture/
http://www.oneandother.com/categories/culture/stage/
http://www.oneandother.com/authors/blood-chocolate/
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language they use is the same, so it will hopefully feel like they are all of the same 

world. There is also a team of matrons who manage the nurses and their work, 

patrolling the corridors and checking in on patients. There is a combination of 

abstract gesture and literal movement, this will hopefully add to the nightmarish feel, 

give it a sense of oddness and a place that is out of time. I am very lucky to have a 

fantastic assistant, Hannah. I honestly don’t think I would have managed without 

her. 

We have also been filming some of the choreography on a green screen for a large 

section of the play. Without giving too much away, it’s a scene at a 1914 social 

dance. For this I have made a few short routines, one is set to a waltz rhythm but I 

have pinched some of the gorgeous holds and transitions from the early 1900′s 

foxtrot. There is also a fun number in quadrants which is more like country dancing, 

lots of swinging your partner around and stamping feet! 

We had a great time filming in the green screen studio this past weekend, and each 

group came in for a couple hours. We filmed each section individually and they all 

looked beautiful in their costumes and make up. It was also a cast member’s 

birthday so of course we had cake, just to show how grateful we were he had come 

in on his birthday. 

It’s a real joy choreographing this cast, and with the technology we use, I can talk at 

normal volume across large spaces and they can all hear me. There are other 

numbers too, a ‘chocolate slapping’ dance and ‘a military breakout’, but you’ll just 

have to come and see the show to find out what they are. 
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Win a weekend away in York in our Blood + Chocolate competition 

Celebrate the Slung Low, Pilot Theatre and York Theatre Royal production of Blood + 

Chocolate with our chocolate-themed competition. The prize includes a hotel stay, 

theatre tickets and a chocolate-making workshop 

 theguardian.com, Tuesday 10 September 2013 14.52 BST  

 

The promenade production of Blood + Chocolate explores the inspiring stories of the 

workers and owners of York's chocolate factories during the First World War 

alongside those of the young men involved in the terrible conflict. Bringing the 

modern city of York alive, the production will give audiences a unique experience as 

they follow the story through the city's streets. 

The prize includes two tickets to any evening performance of Blood + Chocolate on 

any night between 3 and 20 October, a two-night stay at the Hilton York Hotel 

located in the heart of York and a chocolate experience at York Cocoa House.  

Explore everything that historic York has to offer from the Hilton York Hotel. 

Conveniently located inside the city walls and opposite Clifford's Tower, this hotel is 

within walking distance of some of the most popular tourist attractions. A 

contemporary room has everything needed to help guests feel at home.  

The lucky winners will also receive a chocolate making workshop at York Cocoa 

House where they'll learn how York became the Chocolate City and discover how 

to make their own chocolate creations. They'll also get to sample afternoon 

Chocolate Tea with a selection of savoury items and dishes all made with 

chocolate, followed by a selection our hand-made chocolate cakes. 

The Slung Low, Pilot Theatre and York Theatre Royal production of Blood + 

Chocolate runs in York from the 3-20 Oct. It's included in our Best Theatre of Autumn 

2013 list, published at the start of September.  

http://www.theguardian.com/
http://www.pilot-theatre.com/?idno=1183
http://www3.hilton.com/en/hotels/united-kingdom/hilton-york-hotel-LBAYOHN/index.html
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http://www.theguardian.com/uk


 

The Hilton York Hotel  

Enter this competition 

Click here to enter this competition 

Help with offers events and competitions 

•Extra is free to join. You need to be a member of Extra in order to see the 

redemption pages. To register your email address for the first time, press on the 'Click 

here ...' link above. 

•Members also need to sign in to guardian.co.uk at the top left of the screen to be 

able to take up offers, book tickets or enter competitions. 
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LOCAL LINK YORK 

Local News 

 

We grabbed a quick chat with Alan Lane, director of The York Theatre Royal’s 

promenade production Blood + Chocolate. Just a quick chat mind, he’s a busy 

chap. 

Not only has Alan, normally Artistic Director of Leeds-based theatre company Slung 

Low, been charged with helming the Theatre Royal's latest blockbuster show set in 

York during the First World war, he also has to deal with a cast and crew numbering 

into the hundreds. How does he manage it all? 

"Obviously it's a lot of work," says Alan, 34. "I have worked on big shows in the past 

with Slung Low but Blood + Chocolate is by far the most ambitious." But despite the 

production's massive size, with a performing cast of 180, Alan is keen to stress that it is 

still very much a play. 

"Mike Kenny (writer of many of the York Theatre Royal's most successful shows - 

including last year's Mystery Plays) has crafted a proper play here; one with a really 

personal and emotional story to tell. Having a large cast telling the story won't 

change that." 

Night-time adventures 

Blood + Chocolate (3rd-20th October) takes the form of a walk through the city at 

night, led by actors in First World War costumes. "Each audience member wears a 

set of headphones," explains Alan, "which are all linked to the actor's radio mics. 

That way everything can be heard, including private whispered conversations. So 

although the city itself will be the stage of the show, it will still be an intimate 

experience." 

Beginning at the Theatre Royal, Blood + Chocolate will tour through some ofYork's 

most famous landmarks. How did Alan and the team prepare an entire city to stage 

a show? "We're really lucky withYorkbecause a great deal of the city centre still looks 

just as it did in 1914 when the play is set. The area around Betty's Tearoom, for 

example, is great. The other night we had 60 soldiers practicing their drill during 

http://www.yourlocallink.co.uk/news/local-news/2013/oct-13.aspx
http://www.yourlocallink.co.uk/images/thumbs/500/media/676421/behind_the_scenes_-_alan_lane.jpg


 
rehearsals. It looked incredible, and with the headphones blocking out modern 

sounds it will be just like travelling back in time for the audience." 

Street wise 

With many of the rehearsals taking place where the play is set - the streets ofYork- 

has it been difficult to keep the plot a secret? "When people have seen rehearsals 

out in the street I don't think it has ruined anything for them," says Alan. "Rehearsed 

scenes happen out of context, so if anything it's acted like a giant marketing 

campaign, drawing interest from passers-by. Hopefully after seeing us they'll all go 

and buy a ticket." 

Blood + Chocolate will be Alan's first production inYork. How is he finding it? "Brilliant, I 

loveYork. Obviously I've been coming here a lot this year, sorting out auditions and 

rehearsals and everything. I have to say though," he laughs, "you get a bloody good 

lunch inYork. Seriously, the bread here is lovely. And I've also really enjoyed my time 

working on the show." 

"Hopefully by the end of the production," continues Alan, "we'll be able to look back 

and say 'yeah, we did that.' It will be a true moment to remember forever; that 

hundreds of people fromYorkall worked on a truly special thing and we did it 

together." 

Blood + Chocolate runs from 3rd-20th October. To book, call 623568. 

  



 

 

WEDNESDAY, 18 SEPTEMBER 2013  

Blood + Chocolate, York Theatre Royal, October 03-20 

YORK’S chocolate heritage and factories are to be celebrated in a major new play 

performed in the city by its people.  

Blood + Chocolate, York Theatre Royal, October 14-20 

Set in York in 1914, Blood + Chocolate, created and produced by Pilot Theatre, Slung 

Low and York Theatre Royal, tells the inspiring stories of the workers and owners of 

York’s chocolate factories during the First World War, alongside those of the young 

men involved in the terrible conflict.  

The play, which takes place in National Chocolate Week, from October 03-20, 

features a cast of 180 professional and community actors, who will bring the modern 

city of York alive and will give audiences a unique experience as they follow the 

story through the city’s streets.  

York was once known as the ‘Chocolate City’ – the air would smell of chocolate 

and a thick chocolate dust would cover every surface as it erupted from the city’s 

chocolate factories.  

Every York family had a connection to one of the factories, which were more than 

just a workplace; they were a way of life, a source of support, a family, providers of 

education, health care and accommodation.  

http://www.gazetteherald.co.uk/


 

By the time of the First World War, the confectionery industry in York revolved around 

three prominent factories: Rowntree’s of York, Cravens of York and Terry’s of York. 

They were the main employers in the city with a combined workforce of 20,000 

people, 30 per cent of York’s working population.  

When war broke out in 1914, prominent members of the Rowntree firm were at the 

helm of the city.  

John Bowes Morrell was the first non-Rowntree family member permitted to join the 

board of the firm, and he served the first of his terms of office as Lord Mayor with 

friend and colleague, Oscar Fred Rowntree, serving as his Sheriff.  

Between them they personally financed the production of a tin of chocolate to be 

given to every serving soldier from York that Christmas.  

Their benevolence was not unacknowledged as the men of York were clearly 

moved in their letters by the sentiments of a city back home, of the firm that 

employed so many and the symbol of hope that a simple chocolate bar conveyed.  

For the launch of the new play, York’s newest chocolatier, York Cocoa House, has 

created a limited edition chocolate bar which will only be on sale in York, with all 

proceeds going towards staging the play in the city.  

For more information and to book tickets, priced £18, phone 01904 623568 or visit 

www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk  
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Blood, Chocolate and a walk in York 

Paul Clarke September 23, 2013 Arts, Theatre   

 

The York of today is a tourist hub but at the turn of the last century it is was 

Chocolate City, churning out the sweet stuff by the ton. Now a new promenade 

production is looking at the impact of the Great War on the city’s workers. 

Blood +Chocolate has been created by Leeds-based Slung Low who aim to take 

the audience not only on a trip back in time but round the cityscape. 

“Blood + Chocolate is the story of regular citizens of York during the First World War – 

both the soldiers and the chocolate workers in the city,” says Slung Low artistic 

director Alan Lane. “Mike Kenny has written the script and he has created an epic, 

sprawling play that is staged throughout the city of York. As an audience you walk 

through the city for a good two hours, and it’s about a mile and a half from one end 

of town to the other.” 

In a bold move, the production team put a call out for non-professional actors to 

join what they call the community company that will turn the show into a real 

spectacle. 

“The project is about 180 people who are in the cast so every night they are the 

company,” says Lane. “They’re joined by four actors who we’ve worked with before 

who have been invited into the company, but everyone else is a volunteer who has 
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given up their own time for the last six months to go through a training programme 

and will perform every night in the show. The really big challenge is that is so big so it 

is simple admin – talking to 180 people is very difficult so you have to shout loud! 

“They have brought an unbelievable amount of talent and they are rehearing at a 

standard as good as anywhere in the land, you would be really hard pushed to see 

any quality difference as they are determined and dedicated as much as any other 

actor. I am endlessly inspired by the dedication and enthusiasm of this community 

company. I wouldn’t have taken a bet that there were 180 extraordinary actors in 

York if you’d asked me that question six months ago but you then realise, of course, 

there are.” 

Most of the action takes place on the 

home front as women’s roles in straight-laced Post Victorian Britain are 

fundamentally changed by mass conscription for the war effort. 

“The First World War was an interesting time for women because it was the first time 

where they were put into the jobs that were seen as man’s work. They found 

themselves in a completely different world and behaving in very different ways so for 

many people it was a type of freedom and chance to make the sort of money they 

hadn’t earned before. 

“It was really traumatic and dramatic time for many women and half-way through 

the war a law passed that women over the age of 30 could vote so it was very 

turbulent time for women. Then after the war they got sent home to return to their 

domestic life which must have been incredibly disappointing which is one of threads 

of that comes up in Mike’s play.” 

However, there will be a few nods to the carnage at the front where legions of 

young Yorkshiremen were cut down in a futile war. 

Lane explains: “Some scenes are transported to the trenches, but what those men 

were doing over there was affecting the people at home. There is a story of one 

mother who has four sons, three of whom die, which leaves her mentally scarred, but 

we are mostly concentrating on how the horrors of the trenches were felt in York. I 

think there are very few people who think there is much positive to be found in the 

way that war was fought so I am hoping that in the show that people will see how 

http://www.northernsoul.me.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Blood+Chocolate_JRS-163.jpg


 
heroic and inspirational the people are. There are many heroes in the First World War 

and this play is about their strength and tenacity.” 

Slung Low always trys to do something different and in this show they are going for a 

unique mix of new technology and the ancient. 

“The show take places the city, but you can’t stop the city doing what it wants to 

do, so we are using headphones,” Lane reveals. “All the performances are radio 

mic-ed so you will hearing the show much like a radio play, but one that is 

happening right in front of you. There is a rich sound and music soundscape so it 

means that you are in a bit of bubble so if someone is having a natter on the way 

home they won’t hear the show at all. Equally you won’t hear their conversation 

either, so it will be a very surreal stroll through the town. 

“Everywhere you go in York is pretty much iconic and we go past the Minster plus 

other places we are keeping under wraps. You really can walk in any direction and 

hit something that is famous so we are framing some of the scenes in front of those 

iconic buildings which is great as it makes the production look very handsome.” 

By Paul Clarke 

Photos: John R Saunders 
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Campaign of choc and awe 

 

Marc Thompson and Cat Lyth. Picture: John Saunders 

A very different kind of theatre show is set to take over the streets of York. Nick Ahad 

goes behind the scenes of Blood + Chocolate.  

York is preparing to take a new look at itself. 

In marketing speech the phrase “theatrical experience” has been overused to the 

point of inanity, and yet there is nothing else that really encapsulates what is about 

to happen in the historic city. 

The story actually begins in early 2011. 

Slung Low, a Leeds theatre company, was starting not just to push at theatrical 

boundaries but was, after several years exploring its craft, smashing through them. 

Led by artistic director Alan Lane, Slung Low staged a piece of work as part of the 

Cultural Olympiad called Mapping the City. Leading a small audience around the 

streets of Hull, everyone wore headphones and the actors microphones, so even the 

quietest whisper could be heard. It turned the whole city into an spectacular theatre 

set.  

http://www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/


 
Marcus Romer, artistic director of York-based theatre company Pilot, was one of 

those who saw Mapping the City. Blown away by the concept, he started speaking 

with Slung Low, York Theatre Royal and between the two of them and his own 

theatre company, a powerful alliance was formed that will be responsible for 

changing the way the city is seen in October. 

“We have a stage a mile wide, over 190 in the cast, around 30 stage managers, a 

100-strong choir and a set that features some of the most iconic venues in York,” says 

Liam Evans-Ford, producer of Blood and Chocolate. “I’ve been working on this for 

the past 11 months, but now to see it finally actually coming together in the city is an 

amazing moment.” 

As producer he is the man charged with turning the vision of Slung Low, Pilot and 

York Theatre Royal into reality. As the man who produced the York Mystery Plays, 

Evans-Ford has been here before. It is little wonder that there is a pause in our 

interview while he stops for a coffee. The man is possibly in need of caffeine more 

than anyone else in York right now. How he is marshalling a team as big as the one 

that is making Blood and Chocolate would be beyond the wit of most men. 

“It’s about getting the team right. The team is enormous, but we have some brilliant 

people at the top and as director Alan has an ability to inspire people and get them 

to lead him.” 

Blood and Chocolate, written by multi-award winning York-based writer Mike Kenny, 

tells the true story of what happened in 1914, when the Lord Mayor of York sent out a 

chocolate tin, designed and made at the city’s Rowntree’s factory, to every soldier 

from York who fought at the front in the First World War.  

At the same time, the face of the city itself was changing forever, with women 

stepping into the roles traditionally held by men – men who were away fighting at 

the front. Kenny has delved deep into the archives to research the stories of the men 

and women affected by the First World War in York. 

The woman charged with making over 100 costumes for the cast that will fill the 

streets of York is Anna Gooch. 

“In any theatre production there are challenges and problems that need to be 

overcome. This just presents a unique set of problems,” she says.  

Gooch was the woman in charge when the York Mystery Plays, with its own epic 

cast, was staged in the city last year. She is working alongside an army of volunteers 

who are sewing and creating costumes for the almost 200 volunteers cast members. 

“It’s epic – and when you see 180 people in First World War costumes standing 

together – I think it’s going to look pretty spectacular.” 

The community involvement continues to extend outwards. While the volunteer cast 

are the most obvious of those involved, there are then those behind the scenes 



 
working on the production, designing costumes, all pulling together to create this 

epic work. 

Dozens of local people have been recruited to document the whole process, 

working as photographers. 

One of them is Steven Eric Parker, who describes himself as a “semi-professional 

photographer”. He has been working over the past few months, watching 

rehearsals, get togethers, behind the scenes meetings, capturing all through his lens. 

“It feels like one of those projects that is bringing people from around the city 

together,” he says. 

“All the photographers have been working together – there is a schedule at the 

beginning of each month with the different events that are happening and that 

need to be covered, you put your name down for which one you want to do and 

record it. By the end we’re going to have a massive archive of photographs of the 

whole project from start to finish. 

“At this point we have thousands of images. I think we are all waiting for the first 

dress rehearsal now. I think everyone wants to be chosen to photograph that. With 

the city as the backdrop, it is going to look spectacular.” 

He can’t wait. And nor can the other legion of volunteers who suddenly have an 

entirely new relationship with the city in which they live. 

Evans-Ford has seen this look on people’s faces previously. It happened when he 

was in charge of leading the Mystery Plays last year. It is a look that says they know 

they are involved in something that will change their city for good – and change the 

way they look at it. 

“We are using some of the most iconic venues in one of the North’s most iconic 

cities, but we will be using them in a way that no one will have seen before and that 

will completely amaze people,” he says. 

“It’s going to be spectacular.” 

Blood + Chocolate,  York, Oct 3 to 20. 01904 623568, www.pilot-theatre.com 

In next week’s Saturday Magazine, Alan Lane on a career which has seen him take 

theatre off the stage and onto the streets 

  



 

 

NEWS  

Nearly 200 actors to appear in production inspired by York's chocolate heritage 

5:03pm Monday 23rd September 2013 in News By Emily Flanagan, Reporter  

 

DRESS REHEARSALS: Nurses with their sheets during the costumed rehaearsals for 

Blood and Chocolate last night  

AN AMBITIOUS production inspired by the stories of York chocolate factory owners 

and workers during the First World War is to hit the city’s historic streets next month.  

Blood and Chocolate is set to be one of the largest productions ever staged in York.  

It will have a cast of 180 professional and community actors drawn from the city and 

elsewhere, along with 600 other community volunteers working on everything from 

costume-making to photographers who will document the project from beginning to 

end.  

It was written by York’s Olivier Award-winning playwright Mike Kenny, author of The 

Railway Children and the York Mystery Plays 2012.  

The professional and promenade production will explore the stories of workers and 

owners of York’s chocolate factories during the First World War, alongside those of 

young men involved in the conflict.  

http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/
http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/biog/38247
http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/


 
The audience will be able to follow the story through the city’s streets as well as listen 

in via headphones to the characters’ conversations.   

This week marks the final week of rehearsals before the play takes to the streets.  

Blood and Chocolate will have premiere in York from October 3 to October 20. For 

more information and to book tickets, call the York Theatre Royal Box Office on 

01904-623568 or visit www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk  

  



 
 

 

FEATURES  

Letters home from the Front 

12:38pm Saturday 21st September 2013 in Features By Stephen Lewis  

Lord Mayor Coun Julie Gunnell with the box 

containing chocolate which was sent to soldiers during the First World War  

Blood + Chocolate, a new play telling the stories of the men and women of York’s 

chocolate factories during the First World War, is premiered in York on October 3. 

STEPHEN LEWIS looks at one of the stories that acted as inspiration – the poignant 

‘chocolate letters’ in the York archives.  

THE letter is beautifully written in a neat italic hand. It is dated February 10, 1915, and 

is from Royal Marine Gunner Charles Catley, serving aboard HMS Queen Mary with 

the 1st Battle Cruiser Squadron.  

For Gunner Catley, the First World War was just a few months old. He, like every other 

serving man from York, had received for Christmas a gift of chocolate from York’s 

Lord Mayor, John Bowes Morrell, and the Sheriff, Oscar Rowntree.  

On that February 15, he found the time to sit down and compose a letter of thanks.  

“Dear Sir,” he wrote. “I am writing to thank you and the City of York for the Xmas 

present you were good enough to send me.  

“I appreciate the kindly thought very much. It is a great honour, as well as a great 

responsibility, to help to represent a city holding the traditions which York holds, at a 

time like this. Again, thanking you, I remain Yours Thankfully, Charles Catley, RM 

Gunner.”  

http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/features/features/
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/features/features/biog/2398
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/


 
Gunner Catley was one of some 250 soldiers or sailors from York who, in the first 

couple of months of 1915, wrote to the Lord Mayor to thank him for their tins of 

chocolate.  

It is hard to know exactly how many tins of chocolate Coun Morrell sent out that 

Christmas. There must have been thousands, says Ken Haywood, a retired chartered 

civil engineer and family historian, who with his wife, Linda, catalogued and indexed 

the letters of thanks sent to the Lord Mayor, which are now held in the city archives.  

Every York man serving in the armed forces received a box, whether aboard ship, in 

the front line in Egypt, East Africa or Northern France, undergoing training, or serving 

in the army pay corps in York or at Fulford Barracks.  

Many of the letters of thanks, like that from Gunner Catley, are quite formal. They 

give little away about life on the front line – these were letters from young men at 

war.  

Even so, reading them, you get a very strong sense of how thrilled the men were to 

have received their gift, says Ken.  

These were still the early, optimistic days of the war – long before the true horrors of 

Passchendaele and the Somme. Many of the men writing the letters probably 

thought they’d be safely back home by Christmas. But receiving those tins of 

chocolate meant a lot.  

“You can tell they really were chuffed that people back in the old city of York were 

thinking of them, and of what they were doing for King and Country,” Ken says. 

“One wrote saying there were two or three York men in his unit, and the rest of the 

guys were really jealous that none of their cities did the same.”  

Some of the letters are unintentionally funny – such as the soldier who began writing 

to thank the Lord Mayor for his souvenir, realised he couldn’t spell the word souvenir, 

crossed it out, and put ‘memento’ instead. Others were intentionally funny, like the 

soldier who wrote to thank the Lord Mayor ‘from the front’ – the sea-front at Hornsea, 

where he was training.  

There was even a letter of complaint, from an army pay corps sergeant stationed in 

York who didn’t receive his tin.  

“He wrote saying ‘What did I do wrong?’” Ken says.  

But more than anything, the letters – all 250 of them, stored carefully in the city 

archives – are deeply moving.  

http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/search/?search=Fulford&topic_id=3222


 
Sophie Jewett, of the York Cocoa House, first came across the letters when she was 

doing some research for the York Castle Museum a few years ago. “I was in tears in 

the library,” she says.  

Part of the reason, of course, is we know what these men – grateful, cheerful, still 

optimistic – had yet to go through. The war wasn’t over in a year and many would 

not survive.  

From their letters, Ken has been able to identify at least 12 who died in the war, 

including Royal Marine Gunner Catley. His ship, the Queen Mary, was one of three 

British battle cruisers sunk at the Battle of Jutland in 1916. “There were 20 survivors 

[from the Queen Mary] out of a complement of 1,600,” Ken says. “He was not one of 

them.”  

Of course, many of the soldiers sent tins of chocolate by the Lord Mayor on that 

Christmas of 1914 did survive.  

Among them was Leslie Peacock. At Christmas 1914, he was a private with the 17th 

Battalion of the Northumberland Fusiliers, a pioneer battalion digging ditches and 

trenches and building roads.  

He was still in training in Christmas 1914, and did not go out to the front until 

November 1915. He transferred to the Royal Engineers with the rank of Sapper and, 

in January 1919, with the war over, was promoted to acting sergeant, before being 

demobbed in September 1919.  

There is no letter from him among the 250 ‘chocolate letters’ in the city archive – but 

we do have something even better: his tin of chocolate.  

It is kept in a lined box in The Blue Room of the Mansion House, and is brought out for 

viewing on request. “The Lord Mayor of York John Bowes Morrell and the Sheriff 

Oscar F Rowntree send best wishes for a happy Christmas and a bright New Year to 

all York men who are serving their King and Country, Christmas 1914,” says the 

inscription on the lid.  

Open the tin, tease aside the leaves of wrapping paper – and there is the chocolate 

itself, untouched, its creamy aroma still stealing out to infuse the air after all these 

years. You almost feel you could eat it.  

We don’t know why Private Peacock didn’t eat his chocolate, Ken admits.  



 
But it is a poignant reminder of that Christmas almost 100 years ago when the young 

men of York, serving King and Country at sea or in a foreign field, received a 

welcome gift from home.  

• Many people living in York today will have grandfathers or other ancestors who 

served in the First World War and were sent a tin of chocolate by the Lord Mayor, 

says Ken Woodward.  

If you want to find out whether your ancestor was one of the 250 men who wrote a 

thank-you letter to the Lord Mayor, you can, until Sunday September 29, see the 

‘chocolate letters’ in the city archives at York Explore Library.  

From September 30, however, they, along with other material, will be going into 

storage until a major archives project is completed.  

If you would like to see the letters, email the archives team at archives@york.gov.uk, 

call them on 01904 552800, or simply drop in. It would help if you contacted the 

team in advance so they can make sure no one else is looking at the letters when 

you come.  

The play  

SCRIPTED by Mike Kenny, and featuring a cast of 180, many of them local amateur 

actors from York and the surrounding area, Blood + Chocolate is set to be this year’s 

Mystery Plays.  

The play, which will be performed at different locations around the city centre, with 

the audience following on foot and listening in to the actors’ intimate conversations 

on headphones, tells the story of the men and women of York’s chocolate factories, 

and their experiences during the First World War.  

“During the Christmas of 1914 the Lord Mayor of York sent out a chocolate tin, 

designed and made at the Rowntree’s factory, to every soldier from York who 

fought at the front,” said Duncan Clarke, a spokesman for the show.  

“As news came of the young men who would never return home, the women of the 

city stepped into the jobs at the factories and the landscape of the city changed 

forever as its people struggled to reconcile beliefs of conscientious objection against 

family loyalties.”  

Then show, produced by the Theatre Royal, Slung Low theatre company and Pilot 

Theatre, with the help of hundreds of local volunteers, receives its world premiere on 

October 3, and runs in York every day except Mondays until October 20.  



 
Performances begin at 7pm each evening. Meet at the Theatre Royal. “We’re 

advising people to come early, and to dress for the weather,” Duncan says.  

• Tickets for Blood + Chocolate are £18 (£16 concessions, £12 students, £10 u16s, £50 

family ticket, group discounts available, concessions available). To book, call York 

Theatre Royal Box Office on 01904 623568 or visit yorktheatreroyal.co.uk  

  



 
 

 
Tales of conflict 

 

'The Nurses' in rehersals for 'Blood + Chocolate', in York 

Published on thePublished 25/09/2013 00:01 

Print this 

The stories of the workers and owners of York’s chocolate factories during the First 

World War and those of the young men involved conflict are being told in a new 

production. 

Blood + Chocolate, written by York’s own playwright Mike Kenny, will be performed 

all around the city, as the audience are given a unique experience to follow the 

story through the city’s streets as well as listen in via headphones to the character’s 

intimate conversations. 

Rehearsals are currently taking place for the production which will be one of the 

largest theatrical productions ever staged in the city with a cast of 180 players and a 

further 600 support staff and stage management involved. 

Blood + Chocolate will have its world premiere in York from October 3-20. 

  

http://www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/news/main-topics/local-stories/tales-of-conflict-1-6080256
http://www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/


 
 

ONE AND OTHER 

 © Christopher Makins  

Blood + Chocolate: 10 days and counting….. 

Culture, Stage 

September 25th, 2013 

Blood + Chocolate  

Strange to think that in a month from now it will all be over.  Currently we are in the 

middle of much frenetic activity, finishing off costumes, rehearsing, making props, 

working out last minute changes, the list seems endless.  But suddenly after a quiet 

start and a very quiet summer we are 10 days away from opening and finally the 

whole thing is starting to make sense. 

We started as four teams, Rowntree’s, Terry’s, Cadbury’s and Craven.  Each team 

learning the rudiments of marching, moving, speaking and using the 

technology.  We had a read through and heard the words for the first time late in 

July.  That was the first turning point, the first time we could see something like a 

whole picture – exciting!  Then we had August off..and lost the plot a bit! 

Now when I say ‘we’ I mean the cast of which I am one, what should not be 

forgotten is that the team behind the scenes did not have August off.   They 

continued to beaver away, making costumes and working through technical 

staging issues.  For the costume team this was a tricky time as they waited with as 

much anticipation as the cast for the decisions regarding who was going to be what 

in the production. Almost two hundred actors and only 40 or so feature parts.  Even 

though we knew that the whole was the important thing, it was inevitable that there 

were some disappointed people when the casting was announced in the middle of 

August. 

http://www.oneandother.com/categories/culture/
http://www.oneandother.com/categories/culture/stage/
http://www.oneandother.com/authors/blood-chocolate/
http://www.oneandother.com/authors/blood-chocolate/


 
For the costume team it was an important milestone as now they could start the 

enormous task of allocating and fitting and altering, and sourcing the items 

needed.  As ever attention to detail is key to getting the look right and every nurse 

hem was measured on the person to be six inches from the ground.  Wardens had 

woven arm badges and lapel badges specially made, soldiers uniforms were 

sourced and ordered.  Now some may say that this attention to detail is over the top 

for a production where we are in subdued light and outside, however it is this detail 

which makes all the difference, which makes the whole look amazing and 

authentic.  If anyone needed further convincing they had only to be there last 

Sunday when virtually the whole cast got into their kit for the first time and walked 

through the streets of York. 

Since the 3rd September everyone behind the scenes has been working until 

ridiculous hours some of them wee and small on most days.  The Guildhall has 

probably not seen such concentrated activity for quite some time.  The cast have 

been and are being put through their paces, learning their parts whether with words 

or without, finding their character and bringing them to life as we run through the 

sometimes surreal scenes. 

Now we embark on the final push, fragments of action are being brought together 

into sometimes coherent wholes.  Bit by bit and with a some degree of trial and error 

we are being formed into ghosts of the past recreating an important time in our 

collective history, a time of horror and bloodshed which has helped to shape the 

world we live in today.  A time of community spirit, duty and sacrifice which is 

moving into real history and out of living memory.  In a years’ time we will 

commemorate the hundredth anniversary of this momentous time when lions were 

led by donkeys and everyone knew the meaning of sacrifice. 

So as we make our final preparations to astonish and touch our audience we should 

also remember those we commemorate.  My great grandmother had a photo 

taken of herself surrounded by four of her sons in their uniforms.  She was one of the 

lucky ones – they all came back… 

_____ 

Sandra M. Rowan is a volunteer and plays one of the nurses in Blood + Chocolate. 

She is also part of the costume department. 

 

 

 



 

 

Bittersweet tale on the move 

By Will Ramsey 

During the Christmas of 1914, the soldiers of York received a gift. The city's Lord 

Mayor sent out a chocolate tin, designed and made at the Rowntree's factory, to 

every man at the front. 

Now that gift and the stories of those who served is being celebrated in a new 

theatre production. 

 

Blood+Chocolate Photo by John R Saunders 

Blood + Chocolate is a joint production by three Yorkshire theatre companies – Pilot 

Theatre, Slung Low and York Theatre Royal. 

Billed as an "epic journey" through the streets of York, this promenade theatre show 

will see the audience led to locations including York Minster. 

Each audience member will have a set of headphones allowing them to hear live 

and recorded dialogue, music and sounds to accompany the live action. 

"It is like a radio play taking place in front of you as you walk around the streets," said 

the show's director, Alan Lane. 

"They might be a long way away from you, but it will still be as if they are whispering 

in your ear." 

http://www.thisishullandeastriding.co.uk/


 
Blood + Chocolate was written by Mike Kenny, the playwright behind the 

adaptation of The Railway Children and last year's staging of the York Mystery Plays. 

This production's stories were inspired by research into the workers and owners of 

York's chocolate factories during the First World War, alongside those of the young 

men involved in the conflict. 

As news came of the soldiers who would never return home, the women of the city 

stepped into their jobs at the factories – with the main employers being its chocolate 

and confectionery industry. 

The York factories and shops were at the forefront of the modern chocolate industry 

as it became widely available in Europe, with both Fry and Cadbury serving 

apprenticeships in the city. 

For this modern celebration of the city's history, there has been a large-scale 

involvement from the people of York. 

Blood + Chocolate will feature up to 600 community volunteers working in everything 

from costume-making to stage management and photography, which will see the 

entire process being documented. 

Another noticeable aspect of the production is the sheer size of the cast. 

"Those taking part are a mixture of all sorts of people. 

"Some are acting for the first time, while others will be recognisable from the 

professional stage," said Alan. 

"There are 250 cast members. It is a very big show, but then it is a very big story." 

  



 

 
 

Taking theatre to the people in York 

By Ian Youngs Arts reporter, BBC News  

 

Blood and Chocolate recreates a field hospital in front of Clifford's Tower in York  

How do you get residents of a city to go to the theatre? Try taking the theatre to the 

city. That is the idea behind a play that will see a troupe of World War I nurses 

dancing in the streets of York. 

"There's a guy who's just bought a herd of beef cattle." 

Director Alan Lane is discussing some of the 180 locals who are in his new play, Blood 

and Chocolate. 

"He's postponed taking ownership of the beef cattle to make sure that he can do 

the last show. 

"There's another guy who's doing the Yorkshire Marathon on the morning of the last 

show," the director continues. 

"He will come from the marathon, which he expects to do in about five hours, and 

then is going to come and do the show. 

"There's another woman who has 12 grandchildren and four great-grandchildren, 

and she dances throughout the show. 

"There's a five-year-old girl who's brilliant. There's also a woman who's a chief exec of 

something… I can't remember now." 

The director is trying to prove that the cast of Blood and Chocolate come from 

every walk of life and are giving their all for this play. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/


 

 

The play features 180 professional and community cast members  

Lane, artistic director of the Leeds-based Slung Low theatre group, has been thinking 

a lot about how to make theatre relevant in an age when the value of the arts is 

being questioned. 

"I think it's about making it matter to people," he says. "It matters to these people. 

They give up an extraordinary amount of time. 

"A few people are basically rehearsing, which is a full-time job, while also doing a 

full-time job. 

"But more than that, the show takes place in their city. It doesn't take place in a 

room hidden away somewhere. 

"It takes place right down the middle of their high street, where they might tomorrow 

be shopping." 

For Blood and Chocolate, the 180 professional and community cast members and 

600 volunteers in the crew are telling the story of York's chocolate factories, which 

sent a tin of chocolate to every soldier from the city during World War I. 

The play has a script by Mike Kenny, who won an Olivier award for his adaptation of 

The Railway Children. Audience members will follow the action through the city 

centre while listening on cordless headphones. 

Headphone-wearing crowds will become a regular sight in York over the 18-day run. 

 

Rehearsals have been taking place in York for three-and-a-half months  



 
"There were people walking past the other night who saw 54 people dressed as 

nurses all rehearsing a dance," Lane says. 

"We're part of their city. We're part of the fabric, not just offering a service. In order to 

do the show, we have to close a road for 20 minutes. 

"That doesn't sound like very much but it's quite a bloody effort. So that belief and 

that responsibility are taken very seriously." 

A co-production between Slung Low and York's Theatre Royal and Pilot Theatre, 

Blood and Chocolate is trying to build on the success of the 2012 York Mystery Plays, 

which were seen by 32,000 people and involved a 500-strong cast. 

Nobody is resting on their laurels - they know there are no laurels left” 

End Quote Alan Lane  

It comes as theatre companies across the country are having to think hard about 

what they are there for. 

With funds from the government and local councils shrinking, there is pressure for 

theatres to do shows cheaper and better and prove their worth - artistically and 

economically - to residents and politicians. 

Playwright Mark Ravenhill recently warned theatre-makers they should contemplate 

the possibility of the total withdrawal of public funding at some point in the future. 

"Nobody is resting on their laurels," Lane says. "They know there are no laurels left. 

And the good news is, in some places that's making for some really exciting theatre." 

The director takes inspiration from a recent campaign that proved people power 

can sway political decisions - the campaign to stop the sell-off of the nation's forests. 

"The government couldn't take them away because people cared too much," Lane 

says. "That's what saved the forests. 

Continue reading the main story  

“Start Quote 

I watch an awful lot of theatre and the audiences do not reflect the societies we're 

working in” 

End Quote Alan Lane  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-23557033
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-21275432
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-24160946#story_continues_3


 
"It wasn't because they could make more money, it was because people [care] 

about forests. They really like them. And I want people to really like theatre. 

"But I think the first thing we have to do is get a fair reflection of society to see it." 

Ticket prices are "ludicrous" and have to come down first, Lane admits. "It's too 

expensive to go to the theatre. 

"When it costs four pints it's too much, and it costs much more than four pints." 

(At £18 for an adult, Blood and Chocolate fails Lane's four-pint test. Visitors to Slung 

Low's regular Leeds headquarters, however, can decide how much to pay after 

each show.) 

Lower prices may help theatre shake off its image as a luxury pastime for certain 

people, Lane believes. 

"I watch an awful lot of theatre and the audiences do not reflect the societies we're 

working in, in terms of income brackets and ages," he says. 

"Our towns and cities are full of very different types of people, and our audiences 

are not full of those different types of people. 

"We're working with many different types of people [on Blood and Chocolate]. Those 

people will bring their friends to the show, and I'm hoping the audience will reflect 

that as well." 

Blood and Chocolate runs in York from 3 to 20 October. 

  

  



 

 
Wednesday 9th October 2013 

Blood + Chocolate preview: ‘Something really brilliant could happen’ 

by YorkMix on September 26, 2013 

 
Lisa Howard and Richard Standing play two key roles in cast of 200 

It is the biggest show to hit York since last year’s Mystery Plays, and in some ways 

even more ambitious. Blood + Chocolate will see a cast of 200 recreate York at the 

time of the First World War, using the city’s landmarks as a backdrop. 

Each night for 18 nights, they will take an audience of 300 on a journey through the 

streets of York and back in time. 

Created as a curtain-raiser to next year’s centenary commemorations of the start of 

the war, Blood + Chocolate will mix live theatre and film to tell the story of the 

Rowntree workers who went to war – and those who stayed at home. 

Written by acclaimed city playwright Mike Kenny (York Mystery Plays 2012, The 

Railway Children) it explores York’s singular experience of the conflict. It was a time 

when the Chocolate Works was becoming a dominant force in the life of the city – a 

firm run by a family of Quakers, a religion with pacifism at its heart. 

http://www.yorkmix.com/author/yorkmix/
http://www.pilot-theatre.com/?IDNO=1183
http://www.yorkmix.com/
http://www.yorkmix.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/blood-and-chocolate-richard-lisa.jpg


 
To explain all about Blood + Chocolate, we turned to two of the professional actors 

in the production who are working alongside the community players. 

Richard Standing has performed regularly with Northern Broadsides and has 

appeared on TV in Holby City and Coronation Street. 

He plays Conscience in Blood + Chocolate – a conscientious objector. 

Lisa Howard has worked with companies including Hull Truck and Red Ladder, and 

taken roles in Red Riding and Emmerdale on TV. 

Her role is that of Mother, a Rowntree worker who sees her sons go off to war. 

Here Richard and Lisa talk through the main themes of the production… 

The Rowntree link 

Richard: The ambition of it is tremendous. I play a character which in the play is 

called Conscience, who’s a conscientious objector. Obviously that links in very 

strongly with the Rowntrees, being members of the Society Of Friends, Quakers. 

There were thousands of conscientious objectors. There were situations where 

people would say they were prepared to carry stretchers and they’d get to basic 

training and that piece of paper would be ripped up. You were given a uniform and 

a rifle and you’re in the army – and if you disobey you can be shot. 

Lisa: I play Mother, who is a widow who works for Rowntree’s, and four of her 

teenage sons join up – even the two who are under age. And three of them don’t 

come back from the front at Ypres. One does come back but he’s severely shell-

shocked. 

Richard: I thinks she’s quite heroic, in the sense that real heroes are ordinary people 

in extraordinary circumstances. They’re not wearing capes. 

Lisa: What I found interesting is Joseph Rowntree. He was seen as a paternal figure 

and a leader and they were Quakers. And part of Mother’s storyline is when Joseph 

Rowntree decides it’s all right for his son to go to war, it changed their idea of duty. 

Richard: When you have a community that lives and works so collectively, the 

impact of something like a war is so much greater. 

Lisa: Because it is one big family in effect. Rowntree leads that family. 

Drama of war 

Richard: It asks lots of questions: about war, about what we did and what we should 

do. I hope when people go away they think “what would I do, how would I cope?” 

And also have some sense of the admiration of what that generation deserve for 

what they suffered and managed. 

Lisa: It asks questions but it doesn’t immediately attempt to answer them. 

http://www.northern-broadsides.co.uk/
http://www.hulltruck.co.uk/
http://www.redladder.co.uk/


 
Richard: I’ve got two sons, they’re 20 and 19 now. I think about how I would behave 

myself and how it would reflect upon them – because Conscience in the play has 

got four children – and how strongly you would have to feel to let them suffer to for 

whatever your decisions were. But also you had to be prepared to give them up. 

Lisa: It was a different time. Now we do have more personal choice. We are more 

individuals. 

Richard: And interestingly, less faith in lots of things, be it country, God or duty. 

Lisa: We’ve lost the taste for that now, haven’t we? Because we can’t quite be 

bothered to go and help the Syrian people. 

Acting challenge 

Lisa: For this we’ve all got earpieces in, and microphones. At the moment, we’ve got 

Alan [director Alan Lane] saying “Do that, go there”. And we will have some of that 

on the night. It’s him that’s masterminding the whole thing and making 200 people 

do what he wants. 

Richard: If the writing’s that good, and you’ve got some kind of aptitude for the 

profession, you are trying not to get in the way of the play. 

Lisa: Alan keeps saying, “don’t act”. And you don’t really need to with these words 

and the images that Alan and Lucy [associate director Lucy Hind] are creating. 

 
A member of the Blood + Chocolate regiment. Photograph: © Allan Harris on Flickr 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/allan_harris/9934340173/
http://www.yorkmix.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/blood-and-chocolate-soldier.jpg


 

 
Behind the veil. Photograph: © Ken Beech on Flickr 

 
Rehearsing on the ‘best set in the world’. Photograph: © Allan Harris on Flickr 

Fun, tears and terror 

Richard: Mike’s written this brilliant journey. 

Lisa: Lots of little vignettes, little scenes. It’s very filmic actually. And I’d like to say that 

it isn’t all horrendous doom and gloom. There’s a lot of comedy. 

Richard: There is fun in it and there are also things that are beautiful in it, in the way 

that beautiful can be pretty and also slightly terrifying. 

Lisa: Mike always writes with humour and warmth and humanity, and there’s a lot of 

that in it. So I wouldn’t want people to think they’re going to come to something 

totally miserable. 

Richard: It looks like cinema, and feels and sounds as intimate as radio. And also in a 

sense they’re wagon plays. We rehearse a little scene, we could do it in this room – 

but when you go down to The Mount and there’s hundreds of people, there’s nurses, 

there’s choreography and there’s men marching – that’s astonishing. 

Streets as a stage 

Lisa: Just the fact of being in York in those ancient streets in the beautiful buildings 

from different periods – that’s just a privilege for me. 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/94492052@N03/9890218746/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/allan_harris/9934248555/in/pool-blood-chocolate
http://www.yorkmix.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/blood-and-chocolate-brides.jpg
http://www.yorkmix.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/blood-and-chocolate-street.jpg


 
Richard: It’s the best set in the world. 

Lisa: When you turn that corner and you come to the Minster – 

Richard: – thousands of years of history right there in front of you. And however well 

somebody knows the city, to be able to re-imagine a space. If you see one person 

dressed as a soldier in the street you might think, “that’s interesting”. But when you 

see a group of men marching past and you’re waving flags, you suddenly question 

what reality you’re in. 

You don’t see the shops any more, you see the stones. And the stones are forever. 

And the city might as well be forever because the history’s so great and so long. 

Community cast 

Lisa: It went quite smoothly last night, and that’s because most of the community 

cast have been rehearsing for weeks, if not months. And the planning team has 

been planning for three years. 

Richard: In culinary terms, somebody’s been slow cooking a brilliant goulash, and we 

come in at the end and we’re paprika, we’re salt, we’re pepper. And that’s what 

it’s about really. How they achieve it – with a military determination and 

organisation, ironically. 

Lisa: Half of my scenes are with a lady from the community players. It’s great. Alan 

has said we have got to lead by example, but a lot of them are totally professional. 

Richard: The man who threatened to shoot me last night also bought me a pint. 

We’re picking up names as we go along. 

Lisa: And some of the younger ones want to be actors. So we might be working with 

them next year professionally. 

Richard: There are certainly people we’re working with that I would be happy to 

work with at any time in anything. 

The spectacle 

Richard: There’s two people now trying to paint the barrage balloon. The costume 

room looks like four film sets. 

Lisa: It’s unbelievable the number of costumes they’ve got to do. Anna [designer 

Anna Gooch] who’s designed the costumes, she’s superb. The detail – my brooch, 

they’re fussing to try and get it right, and they’ve 400 costumes to make. 

Richard: Even if you fall slightly short of magnificent, it’s going to be worth it. The 

scale of what they’re trying to do and the efforts that have been made, it’s that big 

an ambition. 



 
Lisa: A lot of people in the community cast talk about the Mystery Plays from last 

year. I hope that people will never forget the experience. 

Richard: My hopes for the production are that people come, open-hearted and 

open-minded. Because the play is only half of it, the audience is the other half. 

Somewhere between our imagination and theirs, something really brilliant could 

happen. 

  

 

 Blood + Chocolate is produced by Pilot Theatre, York Theatre Royal and Slung Low 

 It is a promenade production with scenes on the streets of York. Performances start 

at the Theatre Royal at 7pm each night from Thursday, October 3 to Sunday, 

October 20.  

  



 

 

Coming soon in theatre this autumn: From Black Jesus to Blood & Chocolate  

Holly Williams  

Sunday 29 September 2013 Performing Arts 

 Theatre 

Opening Tuesday at London’s Finborough is Black Jesus, activist playwright Anders 

Lustgarten’s imagining of Zimbabwe’s political future, directed by David Mercatali 

(to 26 Oct). 

Thursday sees the arrival of Arnold Wesker revival, Roots, at the Donmar (to 30 Nov). 

A top cast is led by Call the Midwife’ s Jessica Raine: also a charismatic stage 

performer. The same night, York turns theatrical melting pot with Blood & Chocolate, 

staged round town with a local cast of 200 telling the story of the city’s chocolate 

industry in the First World War (to 30 Oct). 

David Tennant and Gregory Doran reunite in Stratford-upon-Avon for Richard II (10 

Oct to 16 Nov); it’s very sold out, but screens in cinemas on 13 Nov. Mojo is starry not 

just in cast – Rupert Grint, Ben Whishaw, Brendan Coyle – but also in creatives, 

coming from the pair behind Jerusalem: Ian Rickson directs Jez Butterworth’s 

comedy about 1950s Soho (Harold Pinter Theatre, London; 26 Oct to 5 Jan). 

Perfect Nonsense is the latest PG Wodehouse outing; Matthew Macfadyen plays 

Jeeves, Stephen Mangan is Wooster. Fry and Laurie cast a long shadow, but this pair 

have the potential for equal comic bliss (Richmond Theatre, 10 to 19 Oct, then in 

Brighton and London). Another West End shoo-in is a new stage version of Strangers 

on a Train, with Laurence Fox, Jack Huston, Imogen Stubbs and MyAnna Buring 

(Gielgud Theatre;  2 Nov to 22 Feb). 

Spy-drama Ciphers sees writer Dawn King reunited with Blanche McIntyre, who 

directed her lauded Foxfinders – a duo to watch: a tour begins at Exeter Northcott 

Theatre (16 to 19 Oct). Southwark Playhouse has Our Ajax, a modern military 

updating of Sophocles from the great Timberlake Wertenbaker (6 to 30 Nov). And 

David Storey’s classic Home gets an overdue revival at the Arcola in London (23 Oct 

to 23 Nov). 

 

http://www.independent.co.uk/biography/holly-williams
http://www.independent.co.uk/topic/PerformingArts
http://www.independent.co.uk/topic/Theatre
http://www.independent.co.uk/


 

   

The Big Interview: Alan Lane 

 

Alan Lane 

Published on thePublished 29/09/2013 00:00 

Alan Lane doesn’t believe in doing things by halves, judging by his next project he 

also doesn’t believe in sleep much either. Nick Ahad met him.  

One of the most important things about Alan Lane’s story is also the least important. 

As a young man, Lane beat cancer. 

“Cancer survivor” is a label you will always wear once you are one, but you will 

struggle to find anyone less willing to be wear it than Lane. For the most part, it’s 

hidden beneath his various other titles.  

Theatre director, lecturer, leader, public speaker, inspirer of people – which sounds 

like an odd one, but wait til you hear the full story. 

http://www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/


 

 

Lane should be exhausted, when we catch up on the phone. We’d met a couple of 

weeks earlier, but as he was deep into his next project, I wanted to have another 

chat to find out how it was going. 

Normally based in Leeds, he and his team have decamped to York for two months 

for the latest venture. Lane is buzzing with energy... Lane is always buzzing with 

energy, but he appears particularly effervescent tonight because he has just 

knocked off early. Early for Lane means it was only a 14-hour working day. 

How does he find the energy?  

“You’re a long time dead.” 

It’s a phrase that lots of busy people use, a mantra to repeat when people ask how 

the pace is kept up. When Lane says it, there’s a weight behind the sentence. While 

he hasn’t allowed himself to be defined by cancer, it does seem to drive him to fill 

every waking minute. 

It was 2000 when he was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s lymphoma. It was treatable. 

All the doctors needed to do was completely destroy his body’s ability to protect 

itself from any kind of infection and put him in a sealed room for nine weeks. And he 

was told he would have a 50 per cent chance of surviving.  

“It was literally a sealed room and one wall was a window, it was like a fish tank,” he 

says. “They give you so much chemotherapy that your body has literally no way of 

protecting itself from any infection and then slowly build your bone marrow back. 

You spend nine weeks on your own, in this room with a glass wall and all you have 

the energy to do is look at the ceiling. Your body is so destroyed that an inch to the 

left or right and you’ll die.  

“And it wasn’t just me – there were lots of other young men in the same position and 

I saw some of them go in there with the right attitude and I saw some of them go in 

there with the wrong attitude – and there is absolutely no shame in that – but the 

ones who came out were the ones who went in with the right attitude.” 



 
It is impossible not to be moved by Lane’s candid description of the two years he 

spent fighting the disease which was diagnosed on his 22nd birthday, but it’s what 

he did with the experience which is the really significant bit. 

“I was on the top floor of Royal Hallmshire Hospital and you are assigned a therapist 

when you are having the treatment I was having. I got a brilliant, brilliant man and 

he explained it very simply,” says Lane. “He said that those nine weeks I had to 

spend in the glass room, recovering, were going to feel like a lifetime. The seconds 

would be like minutes, the minutes like hours and nine weeks you can barely wrap 

your head around. It is the closest I have ever come to hell. 

“And my brilliant therapist told me something that helped me through. He said it 

would be hell, but that one day it would become a story and it would be a story that 

I could tell in five minutes. 

“That nine weeks would one day be shrunk to just five minutes.  

“And he was right.” 

Lane emerged from his personal hell, that room with a window for a wall in a 

Sheffield hospital, an entirely changed man. For one thing, he now believed 

passionately in the power of stories; he also had a determination that not a moment 

of his life would be wasted. 

“Stories aren’t an abstract thing, they’re real and they can help people and we 

should all look to our own stories. At the end of the month when you balance up 

your finances, you should also be balancing up your stories and taking account,” 

says Lane. “And we should all have stories. 

“Another brilliant thing that therapist did was come in one day with the tickets he’d 

bought to see Kenneth Branagh in Richard III at the Sheffield Crucible. He waved 

them in front of me, taunting me. I was gutted. He just laughed and said that I should 

get better and I’d be able to go see the show. That kind of aggressive attitude 

galvanised me and now – it’s a case of if there is a wall in the way, we shall go 

through the wall – and leave a bloody big Alan-shaped hole in it.” 

Lane went back to Sheffield University to finish off his studies with not just a new plan, 

but a mission. He hooked up with a group of other young people at Sheffield who 

also wanted to tell stories and they decided to tell them through theatre. The only 

thing they had in common was that none of them had any background in theatre, 

no family, nothing. 

“Matthew David Scott’s, the other guy that set up the company, well his dad was a 

labourer, I come from a military background, none of us had any connection to 

theatre,” says Lane. 

So why pursue it?  



 
The answer to that lies in the work Lane has gone on to create. 

The company Lane now leads is called Slung Low. The name was dreamt up on a 

whim when he was asked for a name.  

“We were all kids and used to wear baggy jeans, so when we were asked our name 

one day, I just said ‘Slung Low’ and it stuck,” says Lane. “It sums up the fact that 

we’re not pretentious and we keep that same spirit we’ve always had.” 

It took five years for Slung Low to get any good. At all. It also took five years to get 

paid for their work. 

“There is definitely a link between those two,” says Lane. 

In the meantime there were a number of jobs each member of the company took 

on to put food on the table. Lane wins the award for worst job, hands down: 

shovelling rotting meat out of a pork pie factory. 

In 2005, the company finally cracked it. Their first success was a piece of theatre that 

Lane to this day doesn’t like describing as a “piece of theatre”. 

“You ask someone to buy a ticket for a ‘durational, immersive, multi-narrative piece 

of theatre’ and you’ve got no chance. Ask them to come to a vampire adventure 

story and they are there.” 

They Only Come at Night really was a vampire adventure story. See, what Slung Low 

do is make a kind of anti-theatre. Lane likes the description someone once gave – it 

is like being in a movie where you are the camera – so that first show took place in a 

Bradford multi-storey car park. It was thrilling and terrifying.  

“Most people in this country think theatre is Julian Fellowes territory and Simon 

Callow doing (he puts on a plummy voice) ‘theatre’, but it is so much more 

grounded and real and important than that. How has that been turned into 

something irrelevant and elite? How have we allowed that to happen? When we 

make theatre we all, audience and performers, get in a space together and work 

stuff out. There is nothing irrelevant about that.” 

Reckon you’ve got the level of this company? Think they make little fringe-pieces of 

work in places like Bradford car parks? Try a Singapore international arts festival. 

That’s where the final piece of the vampire adventure was staged last year, across a 

vast shopping centre. Try across the whole city of Hull in 2011 for a project called 

Mapping The City – which was funded as part of the Cultural Olympiad. Try Opera 

North, which has called on Lane on a number of occasions. Try Cast – when the new 

£22m Doncaster theatre opened, there was only one company they wanted to be 

in charge of the opening event – Slung Low. 



 
And next month, try the city of York which will see what has to be the most ambitious 

project attempted by Slung Low to date. Blood + Chocolate is so big it is taking 

three separate theatre companies to make it. Slung Low is creating the piece and 

the producers behind it are Pilot Theatre Company and York Theatre Royal. 

It is a story based on a special moment in York’s history when, during the First World 

War, the Rowntree factory designed and sent a chocolate tin to every soldier from 

York fighting at the front. 

The concept was to take that moment and use it to inspire a piece of theatre that 

would take over the whole of the city. 

Imagine something on the scale of the York Mystery Plays, but across a mile-wide 

stretch of York. That’s what Lane is creating. It is not without problems. 

“The gas board dug up a massive part of our set today,” laughs Lane. “We have a 

spectacular team. That’s how we will make it work – and we have to. We have 

nearly 200 people in the cast and for them, this is the most important thing they will 

do all year. It will change the way the people who see it, see their city. It is massive 

and it is hard work and it is brilliant. 

“And you’re a long time dead.” 

Blood and Chocolate, York, October 3 to 20. 01904 623568, www.pilot-theatre.com 
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Interviews  

Mike Kenny in conversation with Kate Hainsworth 

Creative types aren’t usually self-effacing. There must be something in the need to 

communicate which develops an ego raring to be recognised, but Mike Kenny 

seems very different. He’s full of passion for the work, but isn’t particularly interested 

in talking about himself. He’s tackled a range of subjects, contexts and scales. His 

plays span enormous spectacles to intimate studio theatres or school halls. I hear 

he’s a pleasure to work with, and can well believe it. 

In October, to coincide with National Chocolate Week (why haven’t I been told 

about this before?)  his promenade site-specific piece, ‘Blood and Chocolate’ hits 

the streets of York, a collaboration with Slung Low, Pilot Theatre and York Theatre 

Royal. Designed to pick up on the momentum achieved in the 2012 York mystery 

play season it involves a community cast of hundreds. Researching ‘Blood and 

Chocolate’ online I find it is also the title of a young adult romantic werewolf novel. 

This seems oddly appropriate as Mike is often tagged as a writer of ‘young people’s 

theatre’. 

Do you think of your work as ‘young people’s theatre? 

Not really. Young people don’t ever make the decision to come and they never 

come alone so it’s never just down to them. I’ve been a teacher and I’ve got three 

kids so I’ve always been pretty closely attuned to kids’ reactions, but ‘for young 

people’ is more of a marketing shorthand to speak to parents. 

In terms of the conversation between stage and audience, there’s never a better 

time to talk about life’s big things than with those who really need to know about it 

because they’re close to its beginning. Our culture now is very protective, Disney-

fying life for children (and grownups!) which makes it really hard to engage on 

serious stuff. Of course, the traditional fairy tales are pretty serious: Cinderella 

explores abuse, abandonment, neglect, loss of identity and survival. These are big 

things, which come to the fore in folklore because it’s the business of living. We need 

to sort it out at any age. 

If there is a distinction in work for kids or for adults, it’s where you place your focus. 

Catastrophes happen. Adults want to know why stuff happens. Kids want to know 

how it works out. Othello takes you into the nightmare of jealousy and why it 

happens, an adult’s perspective. Winter’s Tale takes you out of the jealous 

destruction and shows how things end up, more of a younger person’s perspective. 

I suppose it’s true that a lot of my work is centred on the journey out not the journey 

into the black hole. For me that works whatever your age. We are all survivors 

watching drama, we want to see how things end up. 



 
How does this link to your work on an epic scale? 

Whether it’s a mammoth piece or a two hander, I approach it in the same way: I 

search for the psychological truth, the myth. But there are always frames for your 

approach. You can’t escape who you are and how that colours the work you 

make. I’m an old school socialist. I come from the Welsh borders. I’m not going to be 

preaching capitalism, say. But I’m also susceptible to change. I saw the film of the 

Railway Children when I was a teenager and couldn’t see the attraction – I was 

desperate to leave the countryside. Reluctantly I reread the book, and found out 

about E Nesbit and grew to admire her, and see the politics in the novel and I was 

hooked. (Mike won an Olivier Award for his adaptation of the novel for the stage in 

2011.) In the end it’s a very episodic story, but it concentrates on the individual and 

personal and that’s what I cling to. Once I found an image for the family being 

ripped apart by the father’s actions – the set literally separates with him on one side 

and the mother and children on the other – I had found the heart of the piece. 

And does that happen in Blood and Chocolate? 

This is about a community at war, and war isn’t a single inciting incident, it’s a series 

of stories that co-exist at a point in time. It’s a big scale – there are fifty speaking 

parts (I think) and just as in the mysteries you get a focus for a while on a particular 

story, a head appears from the crowd like the adulteress condemned to be stoned, 

before being reabsorbed into the mass. Likewise, in Blood and Chocolate we 

wanted to zoom into moments in these ongoing stories, focus-pull on certain 

characters, and people the streets of York with the ghosts of a first world war past. 

It’s a creepy feeling, but as the city-scape hasn’t changed much in the last hundred 

years, there’s a sense that we’re watching the actors as ghosts of ghosts. 

You seem very settled in York 

Yes I like it. I’ve lived in Yorkshire for a long time now and feel very comfortable here. 

York is a good size for a city. It’s oddly like the town I grew up in that I couldn’t wait 

to leave because I felt recognised and trapped. Now I get recognised and it feels 

good. 

Will the streets be cleared for this performance? 

No. This is very much Slung Low’s methods of working, nothing is closed to the public, 

and the person in the street becomes part of the palette of the show. 

What has been the process of realising this project? 

It’s hard to keep a thing this size in your head. Alan (director, Alan Lane) would read 

a script and say ‘you’ve killed this person off already’. The main thing is to keep your 

nerve and not look down. 



 
Initially it was really driven by Marcus (Romer, Pilot Theatre). He kept us going despite 

all the hiccups along the way. We were going to float the audience on boats at one 

point, but that had to be ditched because the river kept flooding. It’s been a long 

time in development – two years. I started on it before the mysteries (York 2012). I 

loved the research – it’s been my most luxurious to date. I had access to the Baltic 

Institute in York University. It’s full of such precious things you can only use a pencil, 

and things get brought out of storage to you, and really quiet and cold like being in 

church. 

 Helen Cadbury who’s herself a writer and descended from the Cadbury chocolate 

family, found loads of useful material I wouldn’t otherwise have found. 

I had to write very differently for this piece. Usually, I start at the beginning and carry 

on until I get to the end. Theatre has to work in real time and the drama builds from 

one moment to the next so if I get stuck, I need to go back to the beginning and 

follow through. For ‘Blood and Chocolate’ I had masses of material and kept turning 

over stories and finding more underneath. I built fragments of characters or 

occasional scenes without knowing how they might fit in or how significant they 

might be.   

I had the image of these chocolate boxes that two members of the Rowntree board 

sent to the front, privately financed. It was an astonishing gesture. And resonates so 

ironically in York, a chocolate box kind of a city, but this heritage is really industrial, 

it’s deeply political. 

How about working with real historical events – did you enjoy that? 

Yes and no. History gives you some things on a plate – the Quaker values of the 

confectioners in York gave me conscientious objectors and the drama happening 

on the home front. The women who entered the factories to fill men’s jobs refused to 

work alongside these men who wouldn’t fight. I saw the front and York like the two 

symbols that merge in the Ying and Yang – there’s a dot of the opposite colour in 

each side. So while York in this play is very female, there are some men who stay 

behind, and the front is very male, but there’s a nurse there too. 

One character I was given from the records, was a mother who lost all four sons in 

the war. I couldn’t do it to her. I killed off three of her sons but let the fourth survive. It 

was too cruel. She became the character with big questions in the play. 

Is there a narrative through Blood and Chocolate? 

Yes, but more of an issue I think. About gender. Women’s history of this period is not 

as recorded as men’s but their lives were just as changed. Two million women were 

working during the war who hadn’t before, and were able to get together, whereas 

before they’d been isolated in service. During the war married women over thirty 

got the vote. After the war there were ten marriageable women for every man. A 

massive social change. The chocolate factories were pretty liberal, but when the 



 
men came back they moved women back out of these jobs. Only at Christmas and 

Easter would they employ married women, and then only separately from the 

spinsters, so they didn’t corrupt them. At the end of the war, only married women 

whose husband was disabled or dead were allowed to work in the factories, and 

then it was only as night cleaners. It’s amazing material and makes a tremendous 

spectacle in the centre of the city. 

What about community theatre – do you enjoy it? 

I’m loving this moment in theatre. After a long time of keeping professionals and 

amateurs strictly apart, we discover it’s a false division and that if we stretch 

ourselves we can produce amazing work together. It’s pure pleasure. 

This has come out of hard times because no one can afford to pay for big casts, but 

also a yearning towards common expression of something. We saw that with the 

Olympics. We think we’re this grumpy snivelling country of cynics, but then we 

surprise ourselves and make something positive work, and we get a taste for it –I’m 

all for it. It’s the urge for real contact. In a world of fast-food and disposables, we get 

a yen for slow cooking and recycling. 

Details of the production: http://www.pilot-theatre.com/?idno=1183 
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Blood + Chocolate takes to the streets of York (From York Press)  

Blood + Chocolate, October 3 to 20 

3:07pm Thursday 3rd October 2013 in Theatre  

 

A scene from Blood + Chocolate  

York’s history of pacifism, war and chocolate will come alive on the city’s streets 

from tonight, reports Charles Hutchinson, who talks to Alan Lane, the director of 

Blood + Chocolate  

HISTORY comes alive on the streets of York from tonight, as theatre pioneers Slung 

Low, from Leeds, and York company Pilot Theatre team up with York Theatre Royal 

for Blood + Chocolate.  

A community cast of 180 and a support network of 600 have come together for an 

outdoor production that will build on the momentum of last summer’s York Mystery 

Plays in the Museum Gardens, while taking theatre of an epic scale out of the 

garden and on to the cobbles and concrete and landmarks of York, all with the aid 

of headphones, more of which later.  

Directed by Slung Low founder Alan Lane and designed by Anna Gooch, Blood + 

Chocolate will tell the story of the workers and owners of York’s chocolate factories 

alongside those of the young men who shed their blood to defend the homeland.  

As the women of York stepped into the factory jobs, the city changed forever as 

people struggled to reconcile beliefs of conscientious objection against family 

loyalties.  

In York playwright Mike Kenny’s third play of the York theatre year, the “ghosts of the 

past will walk among you”, and the man in charge of that walking is Alan Lane. On 

the one hand, it is a storytelling tale; on the other it will require technical prowess, a 

40-ft truck, a golf buggy and orchestrated movement through the streets.  

http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/leisure/theatre/
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/search/?search=York+mystery+plays&topic_id=7473
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/search/?search=York+mystery+plays&topic_id=7473
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/


 
“With Slung Low, we first demonstrated we could do the technical stuff; then we 

started thinking about why, and that’s led to a piece like Blood + Chocolate,” he 

says.  

“We were once told we were the opposite of a huckster in that we promised the 

impossible but then delivered it, but we couldn’t have done this show on our own”  

Here is where Marcus Romer, Pilot Theatre’s artistic director, came into play. “He saw 

Mapping The City, the headphone tour of Hull we did for the Cultural Olympiad, and 

we met up last year when he was already talking about the need to keep the 

energy of the Mystery Plays production alive for what would be ‘the Mysteries plus 

one’,” says Alan.  

“The thing that had struck me about theatre and the arts in York was that York is a 

‘doing’ city, and I agreed with Marcus that we couldn’t let the energy of the 

Mystery Plays slip away.”  

Marcus had come across the story of the Lord Mayor of York sending out a 

chocolate tin, designed and made at the Rowntree’s factory, to every soldier from 

York who fought at the front at Christmas 1914 and was in discussion with Mike Kenny 

about a play inspired by that piece of history.  

At the time, Slung Low had been looking at the possibility of doing a trench show in 

Leeds, digging a trench system on a piece of wasteland, “but there wasn’t the 

appetite for it”. “So when Marcus said, ‘how do you feel about doing a First World 

War piece with us?’, it all fitted together very well,” says Alan.  

Add Liam Evans-Ford, the community producer for the Mystery Plays, into the mix 

with his ability to pull together a community company, and Blood + Chocolate was 

born.  

What separates this production from the Waggon Plays on York’s streets will be the 

use of headphones, worn by cast members and the 300-strong audience alike. 

Alan’s voice will feed instructions to his cast; the audience will hear dialogue, 

recorded sounds and the singing of a choir, all mixed live by Matt Angove.  

You will never have seen or, more to the point, heard anything like it.  

• Blood + Chocolate will run from today until October 20, including Sundays but not 

Mondays, starting out from York Theatre Royal at 7pm and finishing at around 

9.45pm. Dress for the weather, wear comfortable shoes and “pack a sense of 

adventure in your heart” for these promenade performances. Box office: 01904 

623568 or yorktheatreroyal.co.uk  

   

http://yorktheatreroyal.co.uk/


 
WRITING Blood + Chocolate was a bigger challenge than retelling the greatest story 

ever told in last summer’s York Mystery Plays, says playwright Mike Kenny.  

“It’s different from the Mystery Plays, where the plays already had been written,” 

says Mike. “Obviously, there was a lot of research necessary for Blood + Chocolate, 

where I had to decide what to use.  

“Although I’ve done a couple of verbatim pieces in the past, I worried about the 

dryness of verbatim theatre, so as I’ve been saying for a long time now, this play is 

inspired by stories of the First World War period, rather than direct storytelling.”  

Blood + Chocolate combines stories of York’s young men at the front, the women 

who stepped into their jobs, and the Quaker factory owners who had to confront 

their faith’s pacifist beliefs.  

“There are some bits of the play, like the letters we use, that are word for word what 

was written from the front,” says Mike.  

“Then in the Cocoa Magazine, the pater familia of the Rowntree family at the time, 

wrote an editorial every Christmas and I’ve drawn on that to mark the passing of the 

years in the play.  

“There’s also a speech from the unveiling of the war memorial at the Rowntree 

factory in 1919 that we use for the ending of the piece.”  

One of the key aspects of Blood + Chocolate is the contrasting and changing 

attitudes to the war.  

“There’s an interesting tension all the way through between the Quaker beliefs and 

fact that the war was initially a popular war, a war that was thought of as just, where 

the propaganda was so unsubtle that young men were going off to war feeling they 

were on a righteous cause. People were saying it was a Christian war,” says Mike.  

“There was the tension there because the Rowntrees and Terrys were Quakers, who 

had originally been seen as the Muslims of their day, but by this time had become 

totally embedded in the community, with the Rowntree factory having 8,000 people 

working there, and yet tension still existed.  

“It was a good 50 years since the Boer War, since anyone had been asked to make 

a stand and go to war. The Quakers may have been pacifists but 200 men signed up 

straightaway and the factory had to keep their jobs open and support them.  

“But more than that, the Quaker families of Rowntree and Terry came out in support 

of the war, which must have been hard for them. The records show that one of the 



 
Rowntrees, Leonard, went off to drive ambulances for the war effort and died in 

1917.”  

There was another cause of tension, too.  

“Until the call-up, the factories continued to employ conscientious objectors, but 

then it became illegal to employ conscientious objectors and for women to work 

alongside them,” says Mike.  

“I was interested in finding a way to integrate that into the play, so one of the 

characters is a conscientious objector, based on teacher at Park Grove School.”  

In all, Mike has written around 50 speaking roles in the cast of 180. “There’s so much 

going in the play that it’s hard to do too many stories, so it’s as much about the 

spectacle as the stories,” he says.  

   

ROGER Farrington, a fixture in the York Mystery Plays from 1976 to 1992 when he 

played God, regretted not taking part in last year’s production in the Museum 

Gardens. So much so that he is making his stage comeback in Blood + Chocolate. “I 

was doing other things in 1996 and 2000 and after that I felt I’d had enough and it 

wasn’t as exciting as in the beginning, but then you see the plays again, as I did last 

summer, and thankfully that has brought me back to doing community theatre,” 

says Roger.  

“A friend of mine, Shan Braund [Lord Mayor of York in 2000-2001] led me into it. She’d 

been in the Mystery Plays last year – playing one of the roles I’d once done, so she 

might make it to God one day – and was really enthusiastic about being involved in 

the production.”  

Roger duly attended the five weeks of open rehearsals for Blood + Chocolate 

before roles were delegated.  

“So when people were chosen for the speaking parts, there was no inkling of what 

we would be getting,” he says.  

Lo and behold, Roger was cast as The Father, an alias for the Rowntree pater 

familia. “I was bowled over. Very surprised,” he says. “He’s a mixture of Rowntree 

and various other senior figures, and his story revolves around his dilemma of having 

Quaker pacifist beliefs and yet ending up patriotically supporting the war, when he 

must have been very torn.”  

Roger is so enjoying his stage return he hopes to do more theatre, maybe 

auditioning for the York Settlement Community Players.  



 
 

 

THEATRE  

Wartime drama Blood + Chocolate is a sell-out 

10:48am Saturday 5th October 2013 in Theatre  

 

A scene from Blood + Chocolate. Pic by Chris Mackins  

Blood + Chocolate, the immersive First World War play produced by Slung Low in 

partnership with Pilot Theatre and York Theatre Royal, is now completely sold out.  

The two-and-a-half week run has proven so popular that some people have taken 

to ebay to try to find tickets.  

The play takes viewers around the city, from the Theatre Royal to Clifford’s Tower, 

and gives them a pair of headphones – through which they can hear the whisper of 

an actor 100 feet away wearing a microphone.  

Blood + Chocolate’s run finishes on October 20.  

  

http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/leisure/theatre/
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Brief Encounter with Blood + Chocolate director Alan Lane 

By WhatsOnStage Reviewer • 9 Oct 2013 • Northeast  

Alan Lane, Artistic Director of Slung Low Theatre Company has teamed up with York 

Theatre Royal and Pilot Theatre to produce a spectacular promenade performance, 

bringing the past to life on the streets of York. Inspired by the story of Rowntree's 

Chocolate Factory sending a chocolate tin to all York men fighting at the front in 

1941, Blood + Chocolate follows the devastating news that many men may not 

return from war, the courage of the women who stepped up to replace them in 

their jobs and the changing face of the city in the wake of the First World War. 

Congratulations! Blood + Chocolate has sold out only 4 days in, with thirteen still to 

go! How is it going so far? It's going very well. The audiences are really enjoying it, 

which is great. And the critics are positive, which is always nice because then you 

don't have to have meetings about why the critics don't like it. The best thing is the 

company, they are such a brilliant group of people and they respond so brilliantly to 

all the different challenges. 

Saturday night was really robust and York was full of very drunk people. Each night is 

a completely different show; Sunday night was much quieter so it was quicker. It's 

just responding to all those different elements at the minute. 

Can you summarise the production in a nutshell? It's a story of chocolate workers 

during the First World War told in a cinematic way throughout the whole of York in 

one evening. 

Do you work to an intensive rehearsal schedule? The show has a very large set up 

and its true of this show that the creative team that made the show are also the 

team who mostly run it. For me and the Producers and the Associate Directors we're 

still either in it or calling it so the days are still quite long. The set-up is a big thing as 

there are 300 audience headphones that have to be anti-bacterialised every day 

and chocolate tins to be stuffed with chocolate and all that sort of stuff. 

What role do the chocolate tins play? Each member of the audience is given a 

chocolate tin with instructions for how best to experience the show. Also inside the 

chocolate tin is some chocolate; they are emergency rations only to be used when 

your energy is required. It's a real emotional but also physical journey for the 

audience; they go a long way and it's not easy for them so it's good to have a little 

boost. 

http://www.whatsonstage.com/author/whatsonstage-reviewer_7/
http://www.whatsonstage.com/search/?term=Alan+Lane
http://www.whatsonstage.com/show/overview/
http://www.whatsonstage.com/


 
How did the project and collaboration come about? Marcus Romer, who runs Pilot 

Theatre, had heard the story that every York man was sent a chocolate tin from the 

Lord Mayor in 1914 and it all stemmed from that. What we're doing isn't entirely new, 

I know the headphones and video projection are all very contemporary but actually 

what it's about is telling people's stories where the people are and I think theatre's 

always done that until very recently when it's hid away in secret buildings. 

 

Blood + Chocolate director, Alan Lane. 

© John Saunders The other thing is that it's accessible. I really do hope with all our 

shows that people who don't already love theatre can understand what it is we're 

trying to do and get excited about coming. I think the big key about accessibility is 

getting ticket prices down and keeping them down. It's a real risk; there are people 

that already love theatre so when they go and it's not great they say "Oh well never 

mind, that thing I love didn't quite work tonight and that's alright." Imagine buying 

kidney from the supermarket and every time you ate kidney it tasted bad; how 

many times you would buy it? 

The least we can do is get the ticket prices down. It's an unknown for some people 

and they should be helped to try it and I think once they see quality theatre they 

keep returning; that's how we've got the audience we got. I hope that the work we 

make and the work that other people make in a similar vein gets different types of 

people into the theatre. 

The production travels the length and breadth of the city of York. How do you go 

about directing a performance like this? This is a different type of directing. When 

you are making a stage play you start with silence and darkness and I don't have 

either of those things so what I've got to choose is not the thing I want the audience 

to look at; the audience will look at what they like. They'll look at York Minster, that 

exists I can't change anything about York Minster. All I can do is put the right thing in 

front of it to change the meaning of that and that's a very different type of thought 

process. 

The other big thing is having a good company; there are 180 people and I'm talking 

in their ear all night throughout the show and their ability to understand what it is I'm 

communicating to them and then deliver it well is key. Without an extraordinary 

performance company I'm just a man giving instructions that no one understands. 

http://www.whatsonstage.com/search/?term=Marcus+Romer


 
Your cast is comprised of four professional actors and 180 community players. Have 

the community cast found the gruelling rehearsal schedule challenging? There was 

a rigorous audition and training process for them. They've spent six months with us 

and that company now of 180 I wouldn't swap for anything; they are exceptional. 

They work tirelessly and alongside their talent their discipline is extraordinary. Nearly 

all of them are juggling this alongside full-time work. 

There are all sorts of different types of people from all sorts of different walks of life 

who all turn up for six or seven hours a day; an extraordinary testament to their 

dedication. What's coming across in the audience reaction and in the reviews as 

well is that is collectively the entire company that makes the show. 

What exactly happens inside the audience's headphones? All the actors are radio-

miked so it's all live alongside a very complicated, very beautiful score soundscape 

by Matt Angove and Heather Fenoughty, but the actual actors are live. 

Does that make it difficult timing-wise as you move between different locations? 

Yeah, but that's my job. My job during the show is to make sure that no matter if the 

show is a bit slow or a bit faster it still keeps in time with itself. 

When Mike Kenny wrote the script did he collaborate with the production team 

regarding stage directions and the practicalities of the site-specific performance? 

No, that came afterwards but I think Mike spent a lot of time thinking about how the 

audience experience might work and then wrote a really beautiful play and then 

we worked out how best to put it in York. 

Pilot Theatre will be live streaming the performance on the 17 October. Do you think 

the online audience will see a very different performance without the atmosphere 

and ambience of the city streets? I'm excited to see the live streaming as much as 

anyone because I find it really hard to imagine how that will work for an audience 

but I suppose we'll test it when we live stream it. 

Are there any current plans to re-run the production following its sold-out success 

this time around? It's an extraordinary logistical challenge; we have to close roads 

and I think it's probably unlikely for there to be a repeat run but what I'm hoping is 

that this show gives confidence to other theatres to invest the time and money into 

making work like this because I think the public respond to it really well. 

Blood +Chocolate is now sold out. For more information on how to watch the live 

streaming of the performance on 17 October visit www.pilot-theatre.com  

Ruth Kilner 

  

http://www.whatsonstage.com/search/?term=Matt+Angove
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Marathon day for York actor James O’Neill 

9:18am Thursday 10th October 2013 in News  

James O’Neill jogs 

through York, accompanied by his son, Jack  

A YORK actor will face a marathon day when he takes part in not one but two of the 

city’s biggest events in less than 12 hours.  

James O’Neill will run in York’s first marathon before acting in a performance of the 

First World War play Blood + Chocolate, which is being staged across the city centre 

later the same day.  

He will cross the start line of the Yorkshire Marathon at 9.30am on Sunday week, but 

at 7pm, instead of putting his feet up and enjoying his achievement, he will be going 

out again to take his place as one of the actors in the show.  

James, 42, a father-of-two who plays a soldier in the sell-out show, said: “It’s nice to 

feel alive and do things in life that mean something. I am doing things on a double 

header, but life sometimes throws these things at you.”  

James will be running the marathon, his first, in memory of his sister, Caroline Baker, 

who died last year aged just 44, and is raising money for St Leonard’s Hospice.  

Caroline was from York but moved away about 20 years ago, and died after a long 

battle with illness.  

http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/news/
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/indepth/yorkshire_marathon/
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/


 
“I wanted to do something in her memory, because you feel helpless when you see 

someone and you know it will be the last time,” said James. James acted in last 

year’s Mystery Plays and when the chance came up to audition for Blood + 

Chocolate, he knew he had to get involved, even though the play overlaps with 

marathon day and his crucial last-minute training time.  

“I am working full time, doing Blood + Chocolate, and trying to scratch runs where I 

can,” said James, who works at Stonebow Job Centre. “But it doesn’t matter 

because I am doing two great things.”  

Working with the cast and crew on Blood + Chocolate makes the hard work and 

punishing schedule worthwhile, he said.  

“The lead actors are great. Even when I’m feeling tired or down it’s an inspirational 

experience. It’s still a pleasure and a privilege to be working with them, and it keeps 

me going.”  

He has the support of his family – including wife Wendy who is running the marathon 

as well and eldest son Jack, nine, who is acting alongside his dad in Blood + 

Chocolate. James’s fellow actors have helped out with his fundraising, donating to 

the St Leonard’s online giving site.  

On race day, James expects to finish the run in around five to five-and-a-half hours 

before rushing home, grabbing a sandwich and a shower and jumping on his 

bicycle to get back into town for the evening’s performance.  

 

  



 
 

One & Other 

 

Live Stream For Sold Out Blood + Chocolate 

Culture, Stage 

October 11th, 2013 

Pilot Theatre are have announced that there will be a webcast stream of their 

critically acclaimed, sold–out collaborative production with Slung Low and York 

Theatre Royal, Blood + Chocolate on Thursday 17th October from 6.30pm. 

The exciting large scale professional and community promenade production 

explores the inspiring stories of the workers and owners of York’s chocolate factories 

during the First World War alongside those of the young men involved in the terrible 

conflict. 

Pilot Theatre’s Digital Producer Mark Beasley said, “Although we can’t replicate the 

whole live experience, we hope to capture the magic that audiences have 

witnessed on the street of York onto the small screen. 

For the people who have seen it already they will get a chance to see the show 

from another perspective and the people who didn’t manage to get tickets will be 

able to get a sense of the enormity of the production. 

Finally to get a closer experience to the real thing, we suggest you listen to the 

stream whilst wearing headphones – and then you can also discover the true spirit of 

Blood + Chocolate “ 

Pilot have been streaming their work since 2008. Their work on innovation has been 

developed through their annual Shift Happens conference which has led to new 

ways of working with digital media in the arts. Last year the company successfully 

webcast the 2012 York Mystery Plays as part of thespace.org project. 

The webcast will start on www.pilot-theatre.tv at 6.30pm, Thursday Oct 17th. Access 

is also available through www.pilot-theatre.com 

http://www.oneandother.com/categories/culture/
http://www.oneandother.com/categories/culture/stage/
http://thespace.org/
http://www.pilot-theatre.tv/
http://www.pilot-theatre.com/


 

 

TV  

Watching Brief 

9:50am Wednesday 16th October 2013 in TV By Steve Pratt  

THOSE who haven’t managed to get tickets for Pilot Theatre’s soldout production of 

Blood + Chocolate will be able to watch the show on a webcast to be streamed 

tomorrow.  

The show, written by Mike Kenny, takes an audience of 200 onto the streets of York 

to tell the inspiring stories of the workers and owners of the city’s chocolate factories 

during the First World War, alongside those of the young men involved in the terrible 

conflict.  

“Although we cannot replicate the whole live experience, we hope to capture the 

magic that audiences have witnessed on the street of York onto the small screen,” 

says Pilot’s digital producer Mark Beasley.  

“To get a closer experience to the real thing, we suggest you listen to the stream 

while wearing headphones – and then you can also discover the true spirit of Blood 

+ Chocolate,” says Beasley.  

Pilot has been streaming its work since 2008 – an innovation developed through the 

annual Shift Happens conference, which has led to new ways of working with digital 

media in the arts.  

Last year, the company successfully webcasted the 2012 York Mystery Plays as part 

of thespace.org project.  

The webcast will start on pilot-theatre.tv at 6.30pm.  

Access is also available through pilot-theatre.com 

  

http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/leisure/tv/
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FEATURES  

Behind the scenes of York's Blood + Chocolate with the production's costume 

volunteers 

11:31am Saturday 12th October 2013 in Features By Maxine Gordon  

 
Costume volunteers Anne Jones and Ulricke Casterton with Jo Keog  

 

Blood + Chocolate is York’s theatrical sensation of the autumn. MAXINE GORDON 

goes behind the scenes to find out how an army of volunteers have helped get the 

hit show on the road.  

 

ANNE Jones is ploughing through a pile of ironing while her friend Ulricke is checking 

a shirt for missing buttons.  

 

We’re in York’s medieval Guildhall, once the seat of local democracy and now the 

heart of a community venture that has become the theatrical talking point of the 

moment.  

 

Welcome to the HQ of Blood + Chocolate, the ambitious promenade play from the 

writer of the Mystery Plays which is taking to the streets of York every night until 

October 20.  

 

Sold out before it even opened and garnering glittering reviews from local and 

national press, the play is an undisputed hit.  

 

Staged outdoors at locations through York centre, it tells the stories of the city’s 

chocolate workers and soldiers during the First World War.  

 

Unarguably the real heroes, however, are the scores of volunteers who have 

brought writer Mike Kenny’s story to life.  

 

Not only do they make up the bulk of the cast, but have been responsible for 

making – and looking after – the costumes for the production. Around 50 willing 

http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/features/features/
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/features/features/biog/2400
http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/


 
helpers have been working round the clock since April to make, stitch and mend, 

outfits for the 180-strong cast.  

 

Their base has been the Guildhall, where former meeting rooms have been filled 

with sewing machines and clothes rails and turned into fitting and changing rooms.  

The costume team has been lead by four professionals – designer Anna Gooch; 

wardrobe supervisor Sian Thomas; wardrobe mistress Jo Keogh and head cutter 

Paula Grosvenor.  

 

Together, they have made more than 50 nurses uniforms, outfits for 40 chocolate 

workers and clothes for at least 40 female wardens, whose job it was to patrol York 

while men went off to fight in France.  

 

Such was Anna Gooch’s attention to detail she even had replicas of a badge worn 

by wardens copied for the show. Over an image of a handshake it reads: “to fight, 

to struggle, to right the wrong”.  

 

Outfits for the soldiers were hired, again purely on grounds of authenticity, explains 

Jo Keogh.  

 

“We hired all of them because First World War outfits are very specific in colour and 

style and people are interested in them and we wanted to get it right.”  

Anna spent weeks researching the fashions of the time in order to strike the right 

note.  

 

She says: “It was a time in history when the silhouette was changing from Edwardian 

to the Twenties.” A big challenge was to “identify what made that time unique and 

replicate it”.  

 

Another dilemma was that in 1914 many women would have still worn corsets. To 

save time and money, Anna wanted to avoid having to make corsets for the cast, 

so had to come up with a design for the nurses’ uniforms that suggested they were 

wearing them.  

Ulricke Casterton was one of the costume volunteers. Like many in the crew, she had 

previously helped out on last year’s Mystery Plays and was happy to lend a hand 

again. “What people don’t realise is what goes on behind the scenes.”  

By day, Sandra Rowan works in occupational therapy, but after dark – for the next 

week at least – she will be acting the part of a nurse in a First World War field 

hospital. Like Ulricke, Sandra was a volunteer in the Mystery Plays, loved it, and came 

back for more. Not satisfied with just performing, Sandra has been busy sewing 

costumes in her spare time.  

 

The experience, she says, has fulfilled a life-long ambition. “From being a child, I 

wanted to be on the stage, acting, singing, dancing and I was always interested in 

costume.”  

 

Looking after the costumes is a huge responsibility. Any damaged or made dirty 

during performance need to be made good in less than 24 hours. Three days a 



 
week, many are washed, dried and ironed. And each night, Jo and five volunteers 

take to the streets of York with shopping trolleys of costumes which the cast need en 

route (changing at landmark spots such as the War Memorial and the Disney Store).  

Jo is the mastermind behind the logistics of it all. She earned her stripes as a 

volunteer on the Mystery Plays. She did such a good job that the Theatre Royal took 

her on.  

 

Blood + Chocolate has meant long hours, sometimes working until three in the 

morning, but none of it would have been possible without the assistance of ordinary 

people in York.  

 

“I can’t be in five places at the same time,” says Jo. “So we’ve had to have the 

volunteers come in to help. It would not have happened without all their good will, 

commitment and dedication; they came in week after week regardless of what was 

going on in their lives.”  

 

She’s talking about people like Anne, putting off her own ironing at home, to come 

in on her day off to straighten out a stack of starched soldiers’ shirts. Not that she is 

complaining.  

 

“I’ve had the best time,” says Anne. “I’ve never done anything like this before in my 

life, and I’d do it again at the drop of a hat.” 

   

Blood + Chocolate streamed online  

DISAPPOINTED theatre fans unable to get a ticket for Blood + Chocolate will be able 

to watch it via the internet.  

 

The show, which sold out before its run began, will be streamed via a live webcast 

on Thursday from 6.30pm.  

 

Blood + Chocolate is a co-production between Pilot Theatre, Slung Low and York 

Theatre Royal.  

Pilot Theatre’s digital producer Mark Beasley said: “Although we can’t replicate the 

whole live experience, we hope to capture the magic that audiences have 

witnessed on the street of York on to the small screen.  

 

“For the people who have seen it already, they will get a chance to see the show 

from another perspective and the people who didn’t manage to get tickets will be 

able to get a sense of the enormity of the production.  

 

“Finally, to get a closer experience to the real thing, we suggest you listen to the 

stream whilst wearing headphones – and then you can also discover the true spirit of 

Blood + Chocolate.”  

 

Pilot has been streaming its work since 2008. Last year, the company did a webcast 

of the 2012 York Mystery Plays.  

• The webcast will start on pilot-theatre.tv at 6.30pm. Access is also available 

through pilot-theatre.com  

http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/search/?search=York+mystery+plays&topic_id=7473


 
 

 

http://www.travelbite.co.uk/holiday-ideas/2013/10/14/celebrations-in-york-for-

national-chocolate-week 
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Interview with Blood + Chocolate's Luke Adamson 

11:34am Thursday 17th October 2013 in Theatre By Charles Hutchinson  

Anthony Harrison as Fred 

and Luke Adamson as George  

LUKE Adamson is making a big impression on his return to the York stage in Blood + 

Chocolate.  

So big that his features are spread across the frontage of the De Grey Rooms in the 

opening scene of Pilot Theatre and Slung Low’s promenade production in a film 

projection that takes the breath away.  

“It’s terrifying seeing yourself on the front of the building the first time, but I’ve since 

put a photo on Facebook and got 100 ‘likes’ already,” says the Selby actor.  

One of only four professionals in Alan Lane’s cast of 180, he plays George, a young 

York soldier off to the Front at the outset of the First World War.  

“Being projected 300 times your size means there really is no room for error, so 

attention to detail was very important when we were filming that scene,” he says.  

The filming was done by Ed Sunman and Kathryn Ward, of Fresh Label, one Thursday 

at the University of York’s department of theatre, film and television with Luke and 

community actress Edith Kirkwood.  

Edith plays his young love, Maisie, in Mike Kenny’s story of the York chocolate factory 

workers who went to war, the women who took their jobs and the Quaker factory 

owners and conscientious objectors who had to confront their pacifist beliefs.  

“It was all done with green screen technology, with Alan Lane directing it and Ed 

Sunman giving us tips on how green screen works, acting in a space half the size 

that it will then fill when projected.”  

This was but one new experience for Luke, an actor who so memorably made his 

mark as the young Narrator in York Theatre Royal’s production of Brassed Off in 

September 2004 and also appeared in Arthur Miller’s All My Sons and Alan Bennett’s 

Enjoy at the Theatre Royal before training at the Academy of Live and Recorded 

Arts.  

http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/leisure/theatre/
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http://www.yorkpress.co.uk/search/?search=%22University+of+York%22&topic_id=2888
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“I got the call from my agent in June/July, saying they’d like me to audition for 

George, and I’d already heard how huge and epic the play was going to be, but I 

was quite shocked when they said there’d be only four professionals in the cast,” 

says Luke.  

“But once I read the scene where George tries to hold hands with Maisie, you 

quickly realised why they needed four professionals for the four characters who 

carry the emotional weight of the piece – and the community cast have said that 

it’s also raised the bar for their performances.”  

Luke and his fellow professionals arrived once the community players and support 

team of 600 were well into their stride.  

“They’d drilled their choreography, the spoken parts had been settled, and then we 

turned up and it was like a whirlwind for the first two days, meeting the creative 

crew, the team from Pilot and Slung Low, and then wandering around the play’s 

route around York’s streets.” he says.  

“Afterwards, we went to the Guildhall and read through our parts, and then it was 

‘Right, see you tomorrow’.”  

Into two and a half weeks of rehearsals he went, leading up to performances for 

which the actors wear earpieces to hear instructions from the director and each 

night’s sell-out audience of 300 wears cordless headsets to hear the dialogue, choral 

music and sound effects.  

“All the scenes are quite short and filmic in style, which has been another new 

experience,” says Luke. “It’s like acting in the biggest auditorium you’ve ever 

performed in but using your voice like you’re recording in a radio studio.”  

• Blood + Chocolate runs until Sunday. Sold out.  

  



 
REVIEWS 

 

Review: Blood + Chocolate – a moving masterpiece 

by David Nicholson on October 5, 2013 

 
Stunning, poignant, universal: Blood + Chocolate. Photograph: John Saunders 

Review: Blood + Chocolate 

Venue: The streets of York, Friday October 4, 2013 

It is easy to get carried away with the numbers. This was theatre on a vast scale. A 

cast of 200, with an audience of 300, following the action in a promenade 

performance through the city’s streets. More than 400 costumes, with 600 local 

people in the support network. Big numbers. Impressive stuff. 

But the really impressive stuff was how a story almost too big to tell was told through 

the words and experiences of Rowntree’s chocolate factory workers. 

Indeed it was Oscar Frederic Rowntree, in 1914, the High Sheriff of York, and JB 

Morrell, Lord Mayor, who sent tins of chocolate to every York soldier at the front – this 

was the seed of Blood + Chocolate, the story of how the workers and employers of 

York’s chocolate factories were affected by the First World War. 

Writer Mike Kenny, fresh from his large-scale successes with The Railway Children and 

the 2012 York Mystery Plays, tackled the unwieldy vastness of the subject with 

deftness: focusing not on the enormity of war but on the detail, the intimate and the 

deeply personal. 

http://www.yorkmix.com/author/david-nicholson/
http://www.yorkmix.com/category/york-mystery-plays/
http://www.yorkmix.com/
http://www.yorkmix.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/blood-and-chocolate-review-main.jpg


 
The result was not so much a plot-driven drama (for we all know the story so well), 

more of an intelligent study of the war’s effect on the ordinary folk of the city; how 

they examined their faith, beliefs, patriotism, fear and courage. 

Equipped with headphones, the audience was expertly marshalled to the space by 

the Art Gallery, facing the De Grey Rooms, upon which were projected the 

introductory filmed pieces. We meet George and Maisie (Luke Adamson, Edith 

Kirkwood), on the point of falling in love; Conscience and Sarah (Richard Standing, 

Jo Mouseley), a Quaker conscientious objector and his partner torn by affection for 

him and her sense of patriotic duty. 

The cast of brothers, parents, lovers, bosses and workmates were introduced as real-

life traffic queued for the traffic lights at Bootham Bar and the No 13 bus to Haxby 

West Nooks creaked round the corner. 

Seconds later the call went up for recruits to join in the fight for a “just war; a 

Christian war”. Then, whoosh, a troop of volunteers was snaking through the 

standing audience. They had our attention and we were off with them, marching 

down High Petergate to the Minster. 

 
The streets of York echo to the sounds of the Great War. Photograph: Chris Mackins 

 
A show full of moments 
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The white feather is handed to Conscience (Richard Standing). Photograph: James 

Drury 

What followed was a series of vignettes. Less of a linear story, much more a multi-

faceted portrayal of many stories combining in an overall impression of a city on the 

move, scores of different stories in a time of turmoil: farewells on the monument 

opposite the Dean Court Hotel; a moment of existential self-doubt at a Minster 

doorway, “this uniform… I’m rattling around in it”; a heartbreaking foreshadowing as 

a younger brother bemoans the fact that his elder brother had signed up before 

him, “One day I’ll be first to do something”; the inevitable white-feather moment; 

the equally inevitable “we’ll be home by Christmas” moment. 

Of course, it would be impossible to portray this period without such landmarks. 

Others followed later: the chocolate tin that stopped a bullet, the needless death 

seconds before the armistice, the shell-shocked survivor, the grieving wives and 

sweethearts. 

As we tracked the soldiers down streets where armies have marched since Roman 

times, members of the three theatre companies involved (Pilot Theatre, York Theatre 

Royal and Slung Low) could be seen on every corner and in every doorway down 

Stonegate (past a huddle of bewildered present day smokers outside the Yorkshire 

Terrier pub) to St Helen’s Square. 

There the Mansion House was transformed into a chocolate-packing section of 

Rowntree’s works, with the women bantering and teasing from the windows as they 

lovingly packed the commemorative tins with a chocolate bar for every man of York 

on the front line. In an evening of moments, there were few as poignant as when 

one of the production-line girls kissed the tin on its way. 

As we went down Davygate with Auld Lang Syne in our headphones, past Gap, 

Cooplands, Browns, Barratts and Coast, we were with them, fighting for freedom; 

freedom to walk the streets, freedom to shop, freedom to love your country yet still 

disagree with it. (Are you listening Daily Mail?) 

There is always a risk with a promenade production that the walking from scene to 

scene can create a disjointing of the action. But that was largely avoided because 

the scenes here came very much as a series of cinematic jump-cuts rather than a 

http://www.pilot-theatre.com/?idno=1
http://www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk/
http://www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk/
http://slunglow.macmate.me/
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single narrative. When World War One is the backdrop and the story and those 

defining moments are known so well, writer, Kenny, director Alan Lane and designer 

Anna Gooch have to take a different tack. 

And they did – opting for an album of snapshot moments in an impressionistic 

approach which created exactly that: an overall impression. They developed a 

sense of the mood and spirit of the times, with the city itself as much a cast member 

as the lead players. 

 
The Rowntree girls. Nicola Bradley as Phyllis and Edith Kirkwood as Maisie. 

Photograph: James Drury 

 
Luke Adamson as George and Anthony Harrison as Fred. Photograph: James Drury 
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Emma Gibson as Britannia. Photograph: Dan Cashdan 

 

In Parliament Street, more vignettes: moving extracts of letters from the front being 

read out, reminders that chocolate was the “smell of home”, a conscientious 

objector in a uniform labelled “Coward”. Then, a breathtaking set piece as bombs 

fell and shots rang out where Splash Palace once stood – and the side of a wagon 

dropped down to reveal a chilling tableau – frozen in suspended animation, the 

moment of death as soldiers charged ‘over the top’, all the while a delicate piano 

coda played as nurses picked the dead from the mud. 

It was a stunning and macabre musical box. 

After an interval with, naturally, hot chocolate at All Saints Pavement, we strolled via 

Coppergate to the set piece finale at the Eye of York, with hospital and home front 

scenes played out on the green at the Castle Museum and battlefield action atop 

Clifford’s Tower, 150 yards away. 

This was a moving masterpiece of direction and synchronisation of dialogue and 

music, complete with a chorus of nurses performing a bedlinen ballet reminiscent of 

the Olympic opening ceremony. 

Meanwhile, on the steps of the Crown Court, we glimpsed the chocolate factory 

workers, this time sorting boxes of fancies for Christmas, each piece of confectionery 

being likened to a type of person, including mis-shapes. 

The centrepiece was a spooky, frosted, muslin-covered tree in among the nurses 

and hospital beds, each containing mis-shapes of a different kind. The bandaged 

tree hinted at both damage and renewal as the words of Wilfred Owen came 

through the headphones and all the storylines were gathered up. 

This event – and event is the right word – was so much more than just a 

performance. It was a rare night blessed with good weather, a coming together of 

http://www.yorkmix.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/blood-and-chocolate-review-britannia.jpg


 
the city, a celebration of our shared past, and a triumph of creativity, writing, action 

and direction, with a stunning and seamless display of technical skill, all helping 

writer Mike Kenny achieve his aim of making the particular, universal. 

 

 Blood + Chocolate is produced by Pilot Theatre, York Theatre Royal and Slung Low 

 The entire run is sold out – but Pilot Theatre will be live streaming the performance 

on Thursday, October 17 on their website 

  

http://www.pilot-theatre.com/


 
 

 

Theatre Review: Blood + Chocolate - York City Centre ✭✭✭✭✭  

Written By Steve Stubbs on Saturday, 5 October 2013 | 14:25 

Blood + Chocolate  

 

Photo by Allan Harris 

York City Centre 

Review by James Eaglesfield 

 

Very rarely are you privileged to attend a production that is more than simply “just 

another show”, no matter how good that show may be. Theatre-goers in York, or at 

least the lucky ones to have snapped up a golden ticket, are currently experiencing 

a production that is elevated in to an epic event and one of those “I was there” 

moments” as Blood + Chocolate flows through the city courtesy of York Theatre 

Royal, Pilot Theatre and Slung Low. 

 

The term theatre-goers seems less than apt on this occasion as, beyond picking up 

their tickets at the theatre Box Office, audience members will not set foot in a 

theatre or even an auditorium as they are taken on a tour around York, with the help 

of AV projections, headsets transmitting directly in to their ears, and a superb cast of 

hundreds. 
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Luke Adamson as George and Anthony Harrison as Fred  

Photo by James Drury 

Blood + Chocolate takes us back to the dark days of the First World War, as the men 

of York head off to do battle leaving the women to keep the chocolate factories 

running in their absence and pick up the broken pieces on their return. So what 

better set to have than the city itself? The 300 audience members are expertly 

ushered from one point to another as the action sweeps from one side of the city to 

the other, with action all around, as they hear all the speech through headphones 

so even the tiniest whisper being uttered a hundred metres away can be heard. 

 

The positivity and perceived nobility of war, celebrated at first, gives way to grim 

reality and death as the tale, written by Mike Kenny, unfolds. Amongst it all there are 

individual stories – stories of love, of morality and of duty. All of them fantastically 

played, but given new life and a sense of connection with reality as they are played 

out in locations ranging from the Mansion House to Clifford’s Tower. There are some 

poignant heartbreaking scenes, some fantastic set pieces and some moments of 

pure artistic genius. The combination of professional actors working alongside a 

brilliant community cast is as sweet as chocolate itself. 

 

But the star of the show is the city, the scale and ambition of the project and its 

successful delivery. 

Passers-by stand by, bemused by the array of projections, smoke affects and the 

throng of followers. In some ways the audience become part of the show, a strange 

procession through the streets of a city that is still welcoming the public – which, on 

press night, included the normal array of Friday night revellers featuring at least two 
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men in dresses; a lovely juxtaposition against the early 1900’s costumes and soldier 

uniforms. 

 

 

Photo by Dave Lee 

York is gaining a reputation of being able to stage hugely dramatic, large scale 

productions – just take a look at last year’s Mystery Plays – and should be extremely 

proud of this amazing event taking place within its walls. An event that moved me 

emotionally in a way I have never experienced sat in a theatre. 

 

Tickets for the full run have sold out, and getting your hands on one may be harder 

than gaining entry to Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory. But for those that do have a 

precious ticket, they are assured of an experience that will stay with them for a very 

long time. 

 

Five stars ✭✭✭✭✭ 
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Blood + Chocolate  

Credit: John Saunders  

The whole run of this ambitious promenade production through the streets and 

snickleways of York is now sold out, testament to the sense of event and anticipation 

which surrounds it. 

Drawing on the success of last summer’s Mystery Plays, with community involvement 

on a mind-boggling scale again capably coordinated by producer Liam Evans-Ford, 

the show sheds light on stories of York men and women as the First World War takes 

its course. 

http://www.britishtheatreguide.info/users/31
http://www.britishtheatreguide.info/reviews/york-mystery-pl-york-museum-gar-7771


 
To say too much about the settings, the imagery or the venues through which the 

production passes would deprive audience members of a large element of their 

enjoyment, as the sense of mystery and wonder at just where we will be taken and 

what the production will come up with next drives the performance from one striking 

set-piece to another. 

The audience dons headphones and a radio pack, through which the voices of the 

mic’ed performers are brought at times startlingly close. These are mixed adeptly 

with an ever-present backdrop of suitably filmic and sweeping music, composed by 

Heather Fenoughty with sound design by Matt Angove. 

The opening sequence builds a palpable sense of excitement, with several moments 

genuinely sending shivers down the spine, and some stunning visuals (as throughout, 

the lighting and sound are spectacular). Then we’re off, following the stories of the 

York men who went to war and the women who stayed behind, many working in 

the chocolate factories. Most haunting, perhaps, is the strand tracing the fate of a 

conscientious objector, a committed Quaker who, despite concerns from his family 

and friends, refuses to be drawn into the violence of the war. 

Throughout the performance, the community team of actor / stewards guides the 

hundreds of audience members capably and confidently, pulling off the incredible 

feat of shepherding such a large mass of people through the streets of York by night. 

They also direct the audience’s attention simply and straightforwardly, turning to 

point and watch as the next vignette unfolds. 

Under Alan Lane’s direction, this cast of over 200 mostly non-professional performers 

is unbelievably well-drilled, and some of these central performances are as 

accomplished as the four professional actors on the project. The real thrill of the 

production, though, lies in its visual imagery, and the dazzling way that these stories 

are projected onto and through modern York. At times, the coups de théâtre dazzle 

with their beauty, ingenuity and sheer audacity. Anna Gooch’s inventive designs 

(and the familiar landmarks of York) are stunningly lit, playing with height and depth 

in narrow streets and wide open spaces. 

Two caveats. It is a long performance for a promenade piece, and, though there is 

an interval of sorts with an opportunity temporarily to take a seat, the running time of 

two and a half hours should perhaps have been cut. Some of the material at the 

final location feels drawn out and, though it is churlish to complain of tired legs and 

a slightly sore back as stories of massive sacrifice and personal injury are played out, 

these sequences could have been more streamlined. 

And the team will surely revise the very final moments, as at present the experience 

sadly ends on an anticlimactic note. After over two hours in which the direction so 

adeptly guided one’s attention and expectations in generating really awe-inspiring 

effects, to misjudge so awkwardly how to bring the audience back to reality is 

surprising. Likewise the one or two occasions on which direct reference is made to 

the headphones or when the audience is verbally instructed to move on feel like 



 
they break the already efficiently established idiom, by which we’ll happily follow 

the wardens’ wordless directions and ushering. 

What are in fact minor flaws take on greater import given that the moment-by-

moment experience is all. But the overwhelming (and I use the word deliberately) 

impression is of a massive community of performers, singers, stewards and 

technicians coming together, re-casting the streets of York in a thrilling and at times 

moving light. 

For those lucky enough to have a ticket, this is not just a night of theatre but an 

experience which will resonate in the memory for a long time. 

The production is sold out over the entire run, but Pilot Theatre Company will be live 

streaming the performance on Thursday 17 Oct at www.pilot-theatre.com. 
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 Blood + Chocolate (York) 

York's unique First World War history brought to life on the city streets. 

By Daniel Meyers • 6 Oct 2013 • Northeast  

WOS Rating:  

Reader Reviews: Be the first to review this show 

Blood + Chocolate 

© James Drury  

"Regional theatre" can often have pejorative connotations but Blood + Chocolate is 

regional theatre in the truest and best sense, utilising the stories, creatives, people 

and locations of York. It has an epic scale and ambition that demonstrates a breath-

taking level of technical craft and creativity. Blood + Chocolate tells the story of the 

city of York as it is sucked into the hell of the First World War, beginning with the naïve 

"it'll be over by Christmas" optimism and ending with the inevitable tragedy and 

unimaginable loss.  

It tells the stories of the young, idealistic men of York who see service as their duty, 

the women who stay behind and keep the city working, particularly in the 

chocolate factories, and the Quaker factory owners, torn between their pacifist 

beliefs and their sense of responsibility to their workers. 

Congregating in Exhibition Square, the audience are given headphones and 

receivers with which to follow the action, which begins with a stunning projected 

prologue on the white walls of the De Grey Rooms. 

From there we are ushered through the streets of York as many stories, both intimate 

and universal, unfold all around us. As we walk along we find ourselves part of a 

parade bidding farewell to our brave soldiers; giddy flag-waving children weave in 

amongst us, stoic Wardens hold our hands and sing Auld Lang Syne. It creates an 

immersive experience unlike anything I have witnessed before. 

http://www.whatsonstage.com/author/daniel-meyers_15/
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The wearing of headphones adds to this sense of immersion. Even when the action is 

several yards away, the dialogue remains crisp and clear - indeed some of the 

scenes are so personal and private our presence and proximity feels almost invasive. 

The headphones also serve the purpose of blotting out everything else that is 

happening in "real life". You could be inches away from a rowdy Hen Do or raucous 

street debate and you wouldn't even notice it. 

They also add to the sense of audience as part of the performance, which this 

production strives very hard to achieve. Not only are the audience literally in the 

middle of the action, we are also being observed by the people out in York who are 

not following the performance. People watch from pub windows, the crowd sweeps 

along passers-by - I even had my photo taken by a Japanese tourist. 

The story flows through the city and the actions play out in, on and around many 

iconic landmarks, finishing with a moving climax at Clifford's Tower. Using all these 

locations brings the history to life with immense power, imbuing the stories with 

palpable resonance and relevance. Watching a teary young woman tenderly kiss 

her soldier love goodbye under an unassuming tree I have walked past many times, 

it is impossible not to believe that such an event actually happened. 

It would be against everything this production stands for to single out any one 

person for special praise. It is a true co-production between Pilot Theatre, Slung Low 

and York Theatre Royal. The undoubted star of Blood + Chocolate is York itself and 

this production stands as a celebration of this city's unique history and its remarkable 

community, both then and now. 

The entire run of Blood + Chocolate is now sold out but Pilot Theatre will be live 

streaming the performance on 17 October. For further information visit www.pilot-

theatre.com  
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Blood + Chocolate, York Theatre Royal 

Spectacular site-specific collaboration with Pilot Theatre and Slung Low brings the 

trenches to the streets of York 

by Steve ClarksonSunday, 06 October 2013  

Share  

 
Part of the cast of 180 marches through York in 'Blood + Chocolate'John Saunders 

Never before has “All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely 

players” been a more fitting opening gambit. This sprawling wartime spectacle knew 

few bounds as it marched across York’s cobbled streets for an evening that 

produced watery eyes, open mouths and, admittedly, tired legs. 

Treading the ever-narrowing waters between theatre and cinema was a travelling 

audience that followed the action through the city centre while listening on 

headphones. From the starting point in Exhibition Square, where young lad George 

(Luke Adamson) and his sweetheart Maisie (Edith Kirkwood) were introduced in a 

flickering projection on the neo-classical De Grey Rooms building, to the stirring finish 

at Clifford’s Tower, every minute beggared belief. 

Couples and families huddled closer in those final moments 
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This innovative collaboration between York Theatre Royal, Pilot Theatre and Slung 

Low builds on the concept of Mapping the City – a smaller-scale theatrical 

experiment that took place around Hull as part of the Cultural Olympiad – and of 

course last year’s remarkable outdoor Mystery Plays in the York Museum Gardens. 

Blood + Chocolate’s cast of 180 and 600-odd volunteers was what it took to make 

Anna Gooch’s mobile set as epic as Mike Kenny’s script, which examines the First 

World War’s transformative effects on some of York’s residents. 

“There’s nowt to worry about,” says George, as, preparing to join the front line in 

1914, he tries to reassure his mother (Lisa Howard) about his safety. With the conflict 

looking as if it will continue past Christmas, the Lord Mayor of York decides to send a 

tin of Rowntree’s chocolate to every serving soldier from the city. “It smells jus’ like 

‘ome,” George giddily tells another Tommy, opening his tasty treat while bombs 

explode on distant battlefields. 

Maisie, meanwhile, has found work in the chocolate factory, 

and waits for George to return. And waits. But when he does, shell-shock prevents 

him from functioning in society. “I imagined myself taking care of his bairns on a 

weekend,” says George’s mother between teary gasps. “We’ll have to think of 

something else to do with the rest of our lives.” 

Couples and families huddled closer in those final moments – and not entirely 

because it was 9.30pm on an October night. The past-present juxtaposition on the 

city-wide stage made this tale of human love, loss, strength and weakness in times of 

war particularly heart-wrenching. It was touching simply to observe these wartime 

friends, lovers and dreamers line the same streets as their bemused real-life 

counterparts who, standing by at cashpoints and outside pubs, might easily have 

been part of the lost generation themselves - although, on the night, they might 

http://www.theartsdesk.com/topics/olympics
http://www.theartsdesk.com/theatre/york-mystery-plays-museum-gardens-york
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have been forgiven for confusing some of the actors for freshers in fancy dress. 

(Picture above right by James Drury) 

The marketing buzzwords “theatrical experience” are a thousand miles from 

summing up Blood + Chocolate, which, quite simply, needs to be seen to be 

believed. 

 Blood + Chocolate continues until 20 October. Call the theatre box 

office on 01904 623568 to join the reservation waiting list 

  



 
 

                   

 

DARK TALE: Director Alan Lane’s Blood + Chocolate performed on the streets of York. 

Picture: John Saunders  

OR, “a citywide adventure through the streets of York” as this production is billed.  

And what a marvellous adventure.  

One that takes the audience of 300 from outside York Art Gallery watching a scene 

projected on to the De Grey Rooms, through the city centre and finally to the Eye of 

York and Clifford’s Tower, where the closing moments of the First World War were 

played out.  

I began the night wondering how on earth the creative team was going to 

manoeuvre not just the audience of hundreds, but also the 200-strong cast through 

a city at night.  

The logistics don’t bear thinking about, but we were herded in the right direction 

and quickly forgot the innocent bystanders wondering why the streets were alive 

with people wearing headphones, armed soldiers and people resembling urchins 

from the early 1900s.  

This is a deluxe promenade production that attempts – and succeeds admirably – in 

staging a proper narrative (or play, as theatregoers like to call it) at various 

landmarks around the city while the city continues life as normal around this band of 

travelling playgoers.  

There’s a surprise around every corner, whether it’s a soldier and his girl saying 

goodbye, a marching military band or a conscientious objector facing his 

tormentors.  

http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/
http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/


 
Outside M&S, a lorry sheds its side to reveal a horrific battlefield tableau.  

After a brief respite in All Saints Pavement Church (complete with hot chocolate of 

course) the final heart-rending scenes are played out at the Eye of York, where 

dozens of nurses tend to the sick amid billowing white blankets and soldiers dodge 

sniper fire atop Clifford’s Tower.  

Director Alan Lane has achieved the impossible by combining an “immersive” 

production with a thoughtful, emotional script by Mike Kenny about the Rowntrees 

chocolate workers who went off to war and the women who stayed behind making 

chocolates.  

For the production is not only a feast for the eye, but for the ear, with dialogue fed to 

each spectator through earphones.  

Four professional actors – Luke Adamson, Lisa Howard, Jo Mousley and Richard 

Standing – fit in neatly with the large cast of community performers in a show that 

seamlessly blends theatre and technology into a nigh-perfect evening on the 

streets.  

The bad news is that the entire run of the show until October 20 is sold out.  

 

  



 
 

  

Blood and Chocolate – review 

York city centre 

This epic, bittersweet drama is staged on the streets of York and follows the first  

Alfred Hickling  

 The Guardian, Monday 7 October 2013 12.43 BST  

 Jump to comments (2)  

 
Mesmerising scale … Blood and Chocolate. Photograph: Chris Mackins 

York was founded by the Romans, settled by the Vikings and revitalised by the 

railways. But it is also a city built on chocolate, because the confectioners Joseph 

Terry and Joseph Rowntree established rival factories on either side of town. 

Rowntree has since been acquired by Nestlé and chocolate oranges are now 

produced in Poland. But the companies' finest hour is celebrated in this large-scale 

community drama, jointly produced by Pilot, Slung Low and York Theatre Royal. 

1. Blood + Chocolate 

2. by Mike Kenny 

3. City centre,  

4. York 

1. Directed by Alan Lane 

2. Until 20 October 

3. Live streamed performance on 17 October, details here 

4. Box office:  

01904 623 568 

http://www.theguardian.com/profile/alfredhickling
http://www.guardian.co.uk/theguardian
http://www.theguardian.com/stage/2013/oct/07/blood-and-chocolate-review#start-of-comments
http://www.theguardian.com/uk/york
http://www.visityork.org/chocolate/chocolate-trail.aspx
http://www.pilot-theatre.com/
http://slunglow.macmate.me/
http://www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk/shows/blood_and_chocolate.php£.UlJu0SjLhIA
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It begins with the historical fact that in December 1914 the lord mayor of York 

decreed that every soldier from the city serving at the front should receive a free 

ration of sweets in a commemorative tin – scant consolation, perhaps, for being cut 

to ribbons in a hell-on-earth, though Mike Kenny's script includes a fanciful incident in 

which a soldier's life is spared by a German sniper striking a bullseye to his Christmas 

gift. 

The sheer scale of the walkabout production becomes mesmerising. To proceed 

behind a military band through streets lined with bunting and cheering suffragettes 

feels about as close as you can come to the festive optimism of marching off to war; 

albeit while wearing headsets and radio transmitters to follow the action. 

The method of delivery invariably causes some of the dialogue to feel a little 

disembodied, though director Alan Lane pulls off some stunning technical feats, 

such as a flatbed truck transformed into a tableau of the trenches, or the curiously 

moving sight of a tree swathed in gauze. Yet the technology always remains at the 

service of Kenny's script, which contains echoes of his version of the York Mystery 

Plays presented last year. The brutal assault of a conscientious objector is briefly 

halted by a bystander who observes that he who is without sin should cast the first 

stone (though in this case the enraged crowd cast their stones regardless). Even the 

interval proves to be memorable, as tin mugs of hot chocolate are handed out in a 

local church while a choir sings a requiem for the fallen. The huge trench that has 

been dug outside seems to take veracity to new extremes; and though it turns out to 

be for the repair of a gas main, it's testament to the production's powers of 

suggestion that the phantasmagoric presence of the war appears to be 

everywhere. 
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Theatre review: Blood + Chocolate, York city centre  

 

A hugely ambitious production transports an audience back to 1914 in a part-

walking tour, part-multimedia journey 

Jonathan Brown  

Monday 07 October 2013 A A  

 

We are all going to have to get used to those feelings of intense sorrow and blinding 

anger which bubble up so readily when confronted with the slaughter of the First 

World War. Next year marks the centenary of the outbreak of hostilities and much is 

planned to commemorate the event.  

But of course it was not the donkey generals of the early 20th Century who invented 

man’s inhumanity to man – though the fields of France saw a step shift in the scale 

of the carnage thanks to the industrialisation of the previous century. 

This was a thought all too apparent standing in the unseasonal warmth of an 

October night beneath York’s Clifford’s Tower – the medieval castle and scene of 

Britain’s worst pogrom -  watching the heart-breaking finale of this hugely ambitious 

and sold-out production.  

The city is a living storybook of Britain and Western civilisation – something that was 

cleverly harnessed by writer Mike Kenny, artistic director Alan Lane and a large 

creative team.  

The three production companies - Pilot, Slung Low and York Theatre Royal have 

fashioned something that is part-walking tour, part-multi-media journey through a 

live film set, transporting us back to 1914. 

Surprise is everything here. There are some splendid coups de theatre in the 

atmospheric winding streets. Scenes are played out against the magisterial 

architecture of the Minster and elsewhere as we eavesdrop on the farewells of 

lovers on our headphones from afar. 

http://www.independent.co.uk/biography/jonathan-brown
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/theatre-dance/reviews/theatre-review-blood--chocolate-york-city-centre-8864390.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/theatre-dance/reviews/theatre-review-blood--chocolate-york-city-centre-8864390.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/


 
The mixed professional and community cast nearly 200 strong give this both an epic 

feel and an authentic voice drawing on the strengths of the famous Mystery Plays.  

Yet the storyline of the Christmas box of chocolates sent by city dignitaries to every 

Yorkie serving in the trenches is merely a thread on which to hang the larger issues. 

York, a city built largely on the Quaker wealth of its chocolate factories is pitched 

into a cruel dilemma by the outbreak of war. How does it reconcile its pacifist beliefs 

with the drumbeat of nationalism that propelled the pals’ battalions to the mud and 

blood of Flanders?  

You know tragedy, the dread telegram bearing bad news, is inevitable although this 

does not make it any easier to take when it comes – despite the passage of a 

century. Bring a hankie. 

To 20th October 

  



 

 

Blood and Chocolate – York Theatre Royal 

Director: Alan Lane 

Playwright: Mike Kenny 

Design: Anna Gooch 

Reviewer: Rosie Revell 

The Public Reviews Rating:  

 

It would be difficult to surpass the masterful Mystery Plays but York has done it again 

providing an immersive, innovative, fast moving and truly exciting promenade 

production that remains in the mind long after it has ended. 

Working in collaboration, three of the region’s most dynamic and innovative theatre 

companies; Pilot Theatre, Slung Low and York Theatre Royal have joined together to 

take audiences on an epic journey through the streets of York exploring the impact 

of World War One on the men and women of the self- styled chocolate city. Each 

member of the audience is given headphones through which they listen to the 

music, dialogue and sounds as they follow the 180 strong cast, made up of 

professional and community actors from the city and region, around the wonderfully 

picturesque historic city of York. 

During the Christmas of 1914 the Lord Mayor of York sent out a chocolate tin, 

designed and made at Rowntrees, to every soldier from York who fought at the 

front. As news came of the young men who would never return home the women of 

the city stepped in to fill the gaps the men left in the factories and the city began to 

change as well with people struggling to reconcile their beliefs of conscientious 

objection against family and country loyalties, and the horrendous effects of the 

great war. 

http://www.thepublicreviews.com/blood-and-chocolate-york-theatre-royal/
http://www.thepublicreviews.com/


 
From its very opening, with a projection onto the side of the beautiful De Grey 

Rooms opposite Exhibition Square, Blood and Chocolate captures the attention and 

holds it. It does not take long for the audience to be transported back to 1914 and 

be swept away by the action. Contrasting the emotions of going to war; the initial 

optimism at the wars outbreak that it would only last until Christmas, the excitement 

and enthusiasm of the boys going off to war and the stoicism and sense of duty of 

the women they left behind, makes way to a sense of horror at the realities of war 

and its far reaching aftermath. From Rowntrees to Ypres via a field hospital the scale 

is amazingly epic without managing to use the sense of intimacy that the 

headphones usefully provide. By the end you truly get a sense of walking with ghosts 

in order to bring this whole thing alive. 

Playwright Mike Kenny and Director Alan Lane have crafted something wonderfully 

memorable and unique. The audience, literally follow the ghosts, as they move 

through the moonlit streets of York and its impressive landmarks, are allowed to really 

immerse themselves in the story as it unfolds literally metres in front of them. Action 

shifts from York to the front and back again with ease and makes unique use of York 

Minster, the Guildhall and the Castle. 

It is hard to pinpoint one performance in such a large cast. All of the actors literally 

ran themselves ragged in order to convey such an epic, sweeping story. Their skill at 

ignoring spectators as they literally gawp at the action passing them by is impressive 

and admirable, as were their performances. The choir also helped to bring the 

whole thing together with beautiful and moving musicality. Special mention must 

also go to the wardens who kept the audience together and helped direct their 

attention to the scenes. Inevitably sometimes diction was lost and it was hard to 

know where to look in order to follow the action but in the main it was faultless in its 

execution. 

Blood and Chocolate is something wonderfully unique, that looks and feels amazing 

to participate in. It doesn’t matter who you come with your experience is unique 

and incredibly moving as the show allows you to be swept away. 

Blood and Chocolate runs until 20th October 2013 

 

  



 
 

DAILY TELEGRAPH 

Blood + Chocolate, York Theatre Royal, review 

This city-wide First World War drama is as warming as a mug of cocoa  

4  

 
'A touch of the Downtons': Blood + Chocolate, Theatre Royal York Photo: Allan Harris 

By Matt Trueman 

12:02PM BST 07 Oct 2013  

Forget about foreign fields. Had Rupert Brooke been a Yorkshireman, we might talk 

of some corner of a chocolate bar that is forever England. In 1914, the city of York 

sent every one of its serving soldiers a tin of Rowntree’s chocolate. In this impressive 

citywide piece of promenade theatre, each becomes a symbol of home amid the 

chaos of the trenches.  

Some of these bars are tucked in breast pockets and saved until Armistice Day. 

Others get gulped down at once. At least one, according to writer Mike Kenny, 

achieved that fabulous old cliché of deflecting a bullet otherwise destined for the 

heart.  

But they also stand for the nationwide effort behind the First World War; that women 

working in the factories were every bit as integral as the young men fighting at the 

front. What Pilot Theatre and Slung Low – two of Yorkshire’s most innovative, 

audience-friendly companies – completely understand is that theatre, like war, can 

knit communities together.  

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/1566128/Letters-reveal-Rupert-Brookes-doomed-love.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/history/world-war-one/inside-first-world-war/


 
Three hundred of us, each wearing headphones that relay the actors’ voices and a 

surging soundtrack, form a procession to troop through town behind a union banner, 

from Exhibition Square past York Cathedral to Clifford Tower. Past and present seem 

to merge. Union jacks flutter from the pavement, while real-life locals lean out of 

their windows to watch us pass. Two lads with lager cans stroll past a ghostly 

marching band, oblivious. By the time we file into All Saints church to listen to a 

community choir and sip local cocoa, we feel like a proper parish. It’s profoundly 

affecting.  

Admittedly, Kenny’s fragmented script has a touch of the Downtons about it, as 

soldiers and their sweethearts give way to the wounded and their nurses. Storylines 

include a mother with four sons fighting, only one of whom returns, gravely shell-

shocked, and a pacifist Quaker, who is first feathered, then court marshalled. It’s 

stock stuff, true, but then nuance doesn’t carry over distance.  

What makes this so moving is the simple fact of its happening; that, a century on, we 

should gather to honour our forebears. You don’t see public memorials to the mud 

and the terror, to grieving mothers and ardent pacifists, yet here the 180-strong 

community cast stand in for them, albeit temporarily. Could it have tipped a nod to 

other nations? To ordinary German soldiers caught up in global events? Possibly. 

Even so, Blood + Chocolate reminds us what we mean by that annual promise: we 

will remember them.  

Until October 20. Tickets: 01904 623 568; yorktheatreroyal.co.uk  
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PLAYS TO SEE 

Reviews  
Blood + Chocolate ☆☆☆☆ 

Drama 

By: Mike Kenny 

Promenade performance, York City Centre 

Director: Alan Lane 

Producer: Pilot Theatre, Slung Low, York Theatre Royal 

Cast includes: Luke Adamson, Lisa Howard, Jo Mousley, and Richard Standing 

Dates: 3 – 20 October 2013 (SOLD OUT) 

Time: 19:00 

Running time 2 hrs 30 mins no interval 

Review by Kate Hainsworth 

‘Blood + Chocolate’ is York’s reaction to the First World War: the call up, women’s 

work in the local chocolate factories, and Quaker conscientious objectors. It’s a big 

canvas combining clashing ingredients - the sweetness of love and the pain of 

death - giving the well-known WW1 tropes a particular York/Yorkshire flavour. In 1914 

a bar of Rowntree’s chocolate was sent to every York man serving at the front, 

making a physical connection which is exploited charmingly in the action when the 

metal tin that wrapped it stops one soldier’s otherwise fatal bullet. 

 

This is outstanding large-scale producing, involving many from the team who so 

successfully mounted York’s 2012 mysteries, managing large numbers in audience 

and cast, delivering top quality sound and production values, creating unique mass 

effects in real locations, and involving 180 professional and community cast. Big stuff. 

Kenny and Lane make full use of the ancient city’s palimpsest of representation – 

chocolate-box tourist heritage alongside more recent buildings - to depict the end 

of ‘the age of obedience’ at the start of the twentieth century when automatic 

duty, ‘it’s what you did’, died. A series of acted and projected vignettes culminate 

in an Olympics 2012-like finale with nurses and soldiers choreographed into Son et 

Lumière spectacle of what changed forever after 1918. Cynical-me, divining in the 

choice of subject a series of funding-applications clustered around the impending 

WW1 anniversary celebrations, was silenced by the sight of Clifford’s Tower 

illuminated against a black October sky, and a human messianic figure about to be 

sacrificed. It is good to revisit the familiar, and to remember to remember. 

http://www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk/shows/blood_and_chocolate.php#.UlPH6lCkr3Q


 
However - too often in the course of this theatrical experience, the potency of 

image and message was diluted by the length and the didacticism of some of its 

telling, and sometimes the staccato of the vignettes is so short as to question their 

viability. Being shepherded from viewing-spot to point-of-interest I felt the age of 

obedience was far from dispelled, and I was becoming another heritage-tourist 

needing to be told what to think about what I was seeing/hearing. Were we 

supposed to heckle Haig and Baden-Powell? Should we have hooted ironically 

when told it would be over by Christmas? If so, we failed. 

The headphones that let us eavesdrop on parting sweethearts’ conversations, are 

also the ear-squashing accessories of audio-guided exhibitions, forcing our 

conclusions and isolating us from the rest of the crowd, while (albeit very efficient 

and good-humoured) volunteers point the only way. 

Good sections involved us with the young soldiers marching down the Shambles, 

cheered on by community cast and random passing revellers. But there are 

moments when I longed to slip away from the crush as I do from any guided tour. To 

get hundreds of audience through such an ambitious schedule, dragooning may be 

the only way, but if the point is to absorb us in individual dramas and passions, give 

me a theatre any day. 

What works magnificently in this method are the large set-pieces where tableaux 

vivants or special-effects allow the drama to breathe: the savagery of the fighting 

line created inside a gutted lorry on Parliament Street, or a gang pillorying a 

conscientious objector. The intimate scenes go at such a lick, and we with them, 

they become schematic. We engage with characters as symbols – the programme 

lists them as simply ‘father’, ‘middle class woman’ – rather than individuals. 

Mother (Howard), has more complexity. Her closing speech is stark. Her sons lost to 

war or madness, she describes the banality of the sacrifice, and mourns the loss of 

duty; ‘a lovely beautiful delicate thing and they spoilt it, like milk, like blood. I miss it.’ 

‘Blood + Chocolate’ combines sweet and sour, but doesn’t quite reconcile these 

ingredients. Massive and intimate, this novel presentation delivers few new insights 

but as a spectacle, and a step forward for large-scale community theatre, it is a 

beacon in the dark.  

  



 
NOUSE 

Review: Blood and Chocolate 

Blood and Chocolate’s bittersweet saga takes to York’s streets. Georgia Woodroffe 

reviews 

Tuesday 8th October 2013  

 

Director: Alan Lane 

Writer: Mike Kenny 

Dates: 3rd to the 20th of October 
Rating: ★★★★★ 

The production companies of Pilot Theatre, Slung Low, and York Theatre Royal have 

come together to create a production which truly delights all the senses. With a cast 

of one hundred and eighty and a support team of six hundred, the play’s skilful 

execution leaves you constantly absorbed. A church choir, landmark sets and 

fireworks help to lay out the bitter-sweetness of York’s chocolate-cobbled history. A 

tin of two caramel chocolates, given to each audience member is a warming 

invitation to step back and walk through York’s World War One past.  

The play does not centre upon the often over-scripted World War One plot-lines. 

Instead it follows the lives of many individuals and creates an eclectic mixture of 

laughter, love, harrowing tragedy and humility. The dilemma of knowing one’s duty, 

the compromising positions of women in and outside the workplace, the emotional 

upheavals, and the need for solidarity simmer throughout so pervading our 

conscience. It is thus far from a simple chocolate-box drama, only the pristine 

costumes lack the tarnishing touches of war. 

Technical craft is phenomenally executed: the use of projections, staggered staging, 

sound and lighting, along with the trusty stewarding making sure that your attention 

does not waver from the performance space. Actors are often elevated on raised 

platforms, trucks, ladders, towers, or sometimes located in windows, when not 

walking amongst us; their continual presence feeds the juxtaposition of the living 

with the events of the past, the various backdrops of York’s historic architecture 

reiterating life’s progression, continuity and fragility. 

http://www.nouse.co.uk/author/georgia-woodroffe/
http://www.nouse.co.uk/2013/10/08/review-blood-and-chocolate/bc_image/


 
The performance consists of video footage and live acting, with the transition 

between the two brilliantly executed. The three theatre companies each brought 

their own measure of technical skills, wholesome acting, and creative ideas. 

The technological advancements industrialisation brought to WW1 warfare is 

evident: with the combination of the technical feats and dominant settings mirroring 

the overwhelming power of man-made objects. One scene of mourning is 

particularly harrowing in its raw intensity: in no man’s land sodden with death and 

mud a mourner advances and puts the dead to rest. 

The performance did not come without its faults. Despite the use of headphones, a 

festive church scene, and a continual change of location, there was a lack of unity 

amongst the audience. This isolation detracted from the overall performance. 

Shutting down York’s city centre, however, is a mean feat! 

York’s heritage of Rowntrees and Terry’s has long been an inspiration for many 

theatrical works. Here a healthy balance of the horrors of war, and the warming love 

delivered by boxes of chocolates to the troops is palpable, feeding their morale. For 

a night of cold hands, lumpy hot chocolate, but most importantly, of warm hearts, 

Blood and Chocolate is the show to see. 

 

  



 
POCKLINGTON POST 

Play : Blood and Chocolate 

Venue : The Streets of York 

Dates: Until 20 October 2013 ( Sold Out ) 

Review by : Julia Pattison  

I felt like the lucky recipient of a Golden Ticket as I was given my headphones and 

radio pack at Press Night, in readiness for the promenade production of Blood and 

Chocolate. The whole run of this ambitious outdoor production is sold out; a great 

credit to the three theatre companies involved, Pilot Theatre, York Theatre Royal and 

Slung Low. 

Directed by Slung Low founder Alan Lane, produced by Liam Evans-Ford and 

designed by Anna Gooch, Blood and Chocolate told the stories of the York men 

who went to war and how the women stepped into the chocolate factory jobs. 

Writer Mike Kenny also included the story of a conscientious objector, a committed 

Quaker, who despite facing derision and death, refused to compromise his beliefs. 

This was a particularly poignant strand of the story which haunted you long after the 

smoke effects had drifted away. 

I don’t want to reveal too much about the unfolding of the story, as, for those 

fortunate enough to have already booked their tickets, it would spoil the sense of 

awe and anticipation as you follow the action through the streets of York. 

However, I will say that this is one of the most imaginative and innovative 

productions I have ever seen – think Mystery Plays on an even bigger scale, but with 

the advantage of modern technology and you’ll have some idea of the epic 

production taking place over October in York. It was no mean feat to usher 300 

audience members through York, but thanks to careful planning and the capabilities 

of the actor/stewards, everything went very smoothly.  Armed with our headphones 

we were cocooned from outside distractions, and became completely immersed in 

the stories of the ordinary folk of the city and the effect the war had on their lives; all 

the performers’ words were crystal clear, enhanced by atmospheric music 

composed by Heather Fenoughty with sound design by Matt Angove. Even the 

buildings themselves took on a whole new life as we followed the actors from one 

striking set-piece to another.   

There’s something very comforting about chocolate, and this was brought home by 

the reaction of the York soldiers at the front who’d received the gift of their very own 

tin of chocolate from York Lord Mayor, J.B. Morrell and the High Sheriff, Oscar 

Rowntree. 



 
This was a truly unique and imaginative production, and a most moving, memorable 

experience. 

For those disappointed in not being able to get a ticket, you’ll be interested to know 

that Pilot Theatre Company will be live streaming the performance on Thursday 17 

Oct at www.pilot-theatre.com 

  



 
 

 

Theatre Review: Blood + Chocolate 

By Lauren Masterman, York Correspondent 

 
There has been something strange going on around York City Centre lately; crowds 

taking to the streets wearing headphones, curious looking characters in costume, 

light shows at Cliffords Tower...... 

 

And it is these strange goings-on that have made the Pilot Theatre, Slung Low and 

York Theatre Royal collaborative production of BLOOD + CHOCOLATE one of the 

most highly anticipated events of York's social calendar, reflected in a complete sell 

out of the 300-a-night shows across the board. 

 

We were told that this was to be a theatre production like no other: a cast of 200, 

made up of professional and community actors, were to take to the streets of York 

to tell the story of Rowntrees factory and the effects of the first world war on an epic 

scale. 

 



 
And, from first picking up that set of headphones, standing in Exhibition Square and 

watching the opening scene of the performance, it was clear that BLOOD + 

CHOCOLATE was going to live up to every bit of the hype. 

 

Each member of the audience found an affinity with the affable characters and, as 

the poignant, heartbreaking story unfolded against the backdrop of York's most 

enigmatic, historical landmarks, the crowds were silenced; completely immersed, 

moved and humbled by what they were seeing. 

 

Nothing is ever quite perfect, but as it was opening night, the weather was testing 

and I have no idea how they managed to pull off a performance on such an 

impressive scale, I would say it was bloody close to it. 

 

This was much more than just a play or a concept: this was a unique, unforgettable 

experience, figured out to the smallest detail. From the ingenuity of crowd control to 

the hot chocolate just when you needed it to the chocolate tin with a difference, 

my next trip to the theatre has a lot to live up to. 

 

If you are amongst the lucky ones who managed to get a ticket, you will not be 

disappointed, just make sure you wrap up warm and take a box of tissues. 

 

  



 
 

 

Review: Blood + Chocolate, York Theatre Royal 

 

Blood + Chocolate 

 by Nick Ahad 

 Published on the11/10/2013 09:37 

SLUNG Low theatre company has found something of a magic formula. Now it’s all 

about refining to get it somewhere near perfect. 

Blood + Chocolate isn’t quite there, but it’s a big step along the way. 

The Leeds-based company has been creating its spectacular “theatre without 

walls” for a few years now, but this is the first time it has done so on such a large 

scale. Joining forces with York Theatre Royal and the drivers behind Blood + 

Chocolate, Pilot Theatre Company, Slung Low director Alan Lane has marshalled 

some serious resources to turn vast parts of the city of York into a theatrical 

playground.  

Starting out at York Theatre Royal, the vast De Grey Rooms provide a canvas on to 

which the actors we will meet are screened in enormous scale. The audience is 

given headphones through which we hear the actors’ speech – a neat trick the 

company has really made its own – before being led through the city, pausing at 

various stunning locations to watch the action played out. The play tells the story of 

the York soldiers who went to fight at the front in the First World War and the women 

they left behind.  

The story centres around the city’s decision to send every York soldier a tin of 

chocolates from home, but the confectionary is a symbol with which to tell the story 

of the city’s people. 

Written by Mike Kenny, this is story-telling on an incredibly economical scale. It is 

often moving, Kenny tugging at the heart strings with a sparse script. As in any Slung 

Low production, however, the script is a single element, much of the spectacle 

http://www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/


 
coming from the way the audience is led around the city. As you move around, the 

scale of the work is impressive, but there is a problem. In the past Slung Low has 

done similar work on a more manageable scale. The creators of the piece were 

able to exercise greater control. When the formula is blown up so large, it is nigh-on 

impossible to keep a tight hold. It means the world outside the headphones 

encroaches more often than in previous Slung Low shows.  

It’s difficult to stay rooted in the past when you are passing a hen party outside a 

Vodafone store. Finishing at Clifford’s Tower, with a stunningly lit centrepiece, the 

outside world can be kept at bay and the power of the piece really works.  

  



 
 

 

Blood and Chocolate – review 

York city centre 

A drama about the outbreak of the first world war staged in the streets of York offers 

 

  

o Clare Brennan  

o The Observer, Sunday 13 October 2013  

 
Blood and Chocolate in York city centre: 'we sync our steps to a marching rhythm'. 

Photograph: John Saunders 

It's 1914. War is declared. The first volunteers march off along York's narrow, medieval 

streets. The audience follows. Through our headphones, music tinkles (composer, 

Heather Fenoughty). We sync our steps to a marching rhythm. Men and women, 

boys and girls in period costumes cheer us on (terrific community performers) and it 

seems that we ourselves have become a squad of marching soldiers. 

1. Blood + Chocolate 

2. by Mike Kenny 

3. City centre,  

4. York 

1. Directed by Alan Lane 

2. Until 20 October 

3. Live streamed performance on 17 October, details here 

4. Box office:  

01904 623 568 

Another moment: standing in a square, we look up at women framed in open 

windows. They mime production-line parcelling of chocolate destined for the front. 

http://www.theguardian.com/profile/clare-brennan
http://observer.guardian.co.uk/
http://www.theguardian.com/uk/york
http://www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk/shows/blood_and_chocolate.php£.UlJu0SjLhIA
http://www.observer.co.uk/
http://www.theguardian.com/profile/clare-brennan


 
As we listen to their banter through our headphones, less-than-sober 21st-century 

citizens dart among us, trying to distract our attention. Tired of failing, they drift off. 

In such ways, time and space kaleidoscope together throughout this two-hour 

promenade. Projections, tableaux and short scenes transport us to battlefield, 

factory and field hospital. Visually and logistically, it's a triumphant combination of 

medieval mystery play and Soviet agitprop, film-and-action spectacular (production 

manager, Ben Pugh). 

Less impressive is the dramaturgy. Scenes are repetitive. Much of the dialogue is 

banal. Linking the city's chocolate production and fighting is clumsy. The ending 

looks stunning – nurses and patients around a gauze-swathed tree – but limps to a 

close as issues not integrated into the performance are dutifully covered (director, 

Alan Lane; writer, Mike Kenny). 

And those headphones! They atomise the audience, isolating individuals in a private 

soundscape. Collectively, we are separated from others trying to move through the 

evening streets; they are subjected to but cannot participate in our experience. 

However, anyone who has internet access can enjoy the positives of this 

collaboration by Slung Low, Pilot and York Theatre Royal via a live webcast on 17 

October at 6.30pm. 

  

http://www.pilot-theatre.com/
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Remarkable Blood and Chocolate 

 

Production shots for Blood + Chocolate - York - Friday 4th October 

Published 14/10/2013 09:42 

BLOOD and Chocolate, currently being staged on the streets of York, is an unusual 

and memorable theatrical experience. 

Blood and Chocoate staged in York City Centre by Pilot Theatre, Slung Low and York 

Theatre Royal. 

BLOOD and Chocolate, currently being staged on the streets of York, is an unusual 

and memorable theatrical experience. 

For one thing, the audience - other than a trip to the box office to collect tickets - 

doesn’t actually set foot in a theatre. 

Instead the sold-out production begins in Exhibition Square, opposite the Theatre 

Royal, where the audience are given headphones and receivers, as well as a small 

tin of chocolates. 

The introduction to the more than two-hour play is largely done through film 

projected on to the front of the impressive De Grey Rooms, and then we’re off. 

Marching through cheering crowds of community actors, the promenade-style 

production visits some of York’s most famous landmarks, where the action - set 

during the First World War - is staged as the life of the 21st century city goes on all 

around. 

The plot, such as it is, revolves around the Lord Mayor’s decree at Christmas 1914, 

that all men from the city serving in the armed forces should be sent a bar of 

chocolate, then York’s main export. 



 
Through a series of set pieces we observe the lives of the men on the frontline and 

the women they left behind, from touching farewells to the full horror of the 

battlefield and its aftermath. 

For example, the Mansion House, residence of the Lord Mayor, becomes a factory 

production line, where the women of the city banter as they pine for the men 

who’ve gone to war. 

Drinkers from a nearby pub flock to the doors to watch and passers-by wander 

through between cast and audience, but that simply adds to the sense of being 

part of something big. 

Guiding a 300-strong audience through an ancient city like York is a feat in itself, but 

it is done stylishly and safely by wardens who use torches to point out the location of 

each scene. 

It’s a long walk, around a mile or so and there is a good deal of standing, so an 

intermission - seated in a local church where hot chocolate is provided as a choir 

performs - is welcome. 

And then on to the finale, in the shadow of Clifford’s Tower, real-life scene of terrible 

events further in York’s past. 

The ending is an anti-climax, with little opportunity for the audience to show their 

appreciation as the huge and spirited cast - a mix of locals and professionals - drift 

off into the night. 

But that’s a minor quibble. Blood and Chocolate is a remarkable production and a 

breathtaking  

  



 

 

Poignant tale of the 'chocolate' soldiers on the eve of destruction  

Blood + Chocolate 

York 

5 Stars 

The whole of York is a stage. 

Landmark buildings throughout the city centre are lit up with projections, alleys and 

squares are filled with Union Jack-waving patriots, and fountains become 

transformed into squalid trenches as the "story of some of its forgotten people" is 

revealed in Blood + Chocolate. 

The play's writer Mike Kenny drew inspiration from the city's lord mayor sending a 

Rowntree's chocolate tin to every local soldier who fought at the front during the 

Christmas of 1914 to create this gripping social history of the city's "chocolate 

families." 

In this hugely ambitious promenade production - a collaboration between Slung 

Low, Pilot and York Theatre Royal - there's a community cast of 180 and a support 

network of 600 people. These figures and the logistics of putting together the 

"citywide adventure" are remarkable. 

Yet as the audience listen to the characters' conversations via headphones what 

impresses is the extent to which the production manages to be immersive and 

emotionally moving. 

It's a process that's aided by "plants" at certain stages of the production, with soldiers 

elbowing their way through the crowd and ripping off their jackets to reveal khaki 

uniforms and Auld Lang Syne being sung by individuals scattered throughout the 

audience, blurring what can be heard via the headphones and in person. 

Key sets of individuals and the way in which they're transformed by the war - a 

mother and her four sons, a young couple and a conscientious objector - come into 

focus. 

From initial optimism about it "all being over by Christmas," the tone gradually 

becomes darker as the grim reality takes hold and the audience's knowledge of 

what lies ahead adds painful poignancy to the mother's teary assertion of "never 

again." 

Woven into these personal stories are wider social and political strands, including the 

fight for women's suffrage and the average life expectancy of postmen serving the 

front line. 

These details illustrate the depth of research that was undertaken in putting together 

the production but never overshadow the sacrifice of the individuals. 

http://www.morningstaronline.co.uk/


 
An epic, cinematic experience, Blood + Chocolate builds on the writing and 

production team's previous success in putting together last year's York Mystery Plays 

and leaves the audience wondering where they can possibly go next. 

Runs until October 20. Box office: (01904) 623-568. 

  



 

 

Review: Blood + Chocolate 

Culture, Stage 

October 14th, 2013 

Miles Watts 

Rating: 5.0/5 (1 vote cast) Interactive community theatre’ is a term that would have 

most Britons’ upper lips stiffening with distaste. Wouldn’t they rather sit in the dark 

and clap sporadically, if they felt like it? Possibly. And yet, when it comes to National 

Pride – despite a vocal minority of cynics – the Queen’s Jubilee and Memorial 

Sunday have reported record attendances in the last few years. We respect our 

tradition and recognise our history as much as we worship the tealeaf. 

So, in the run-up to the centenary of World War One, Pilot Theatre’s vision; of nightly 

leading a 300-strong crowd around some of York’s landmarks, while tearful 

sweethearts’ farewells and re-enactments of warfare explode around us, is a bold 

and daring one which pays off in trench-digging spades. 

Meeting in Exhibition Square, the crowd is treated to a ration tin of chocolate to set 

the scene (each British soldier was sent off to war with this humble but welcome gift 

from the Lord Mayor). As the show’s title suggests, York’s long history with chocolate 

forms the backbone of this experience; and ‘experience’ is the correct word to 

describe it. You’re led down York’s narrow streets as if you’re being sent off to war 

yourself; rosy-faced urchins cheering you along in their naïve patriotism and causing 

one or two stifled tears. It’s the closest thing to time travel you’ll have the chance to 

witness. 

At the halfway point, shortly after a show-stopping trench scene, we’re given hot 

chocolate in a warm church, courtesy of York Cocoa House, and it’s at this point 

that the ‘community’ part of the whole venture really sinks in: the hundreds of 

thousands who died serving their country are paid a great honour by the hundreds 

of cast, crew and technical geniuses pulling together to make Blood + Chocolate 

transcend anything we’ve seen before, or could have expected. 

http://www.oneandother.com/categories/culture/
http://www.oneandother.com/categories/culture/stage/
http://www.oneandother.com/authors/miles-watts/
http://www.oneandother.com/authors/miles-watts/


 
With nary a technical hitch, the crowd is led across the city to their ‘final watching 

place’ of Clifford’s Tower, lit with ghostly pallor to reveal the fate of all the central 

characters, from the conscientious objector to the brothers toiling in the trenches. 

This final representation of the landscape of war, framed by a gauze-covered tree in 

an overrun hospital, sends you off shell shocked but glad and grateful that you’ve 

suffered the cold night air to gain even the tiniest perspective on the horrors of what 

those at war – and moreover, at home in York – experienced. 

Blood + Chocolate, from Pilot Theatre and Slung Low, runs every night from 7:00pm. 

Performances are sold out but returns MAY be available on the night from York 

Theatre Royal box office. A live stream of the event will take place on Thursday 17th 

October here. 

Written by Mike Kenny 

Directed by Alan Lane 

Designed by Anna Gooch 

  

http://www.pilot-theatre.com/?idno=1183
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Review: Blood and Chocolate: York’s Bittersweet War Story  

Nicola Haydon  

16 October 2013  

 

The result of an exciting collaboration between Pilot Theatre, Slung Low and York 

Theatre Royal, Blood and Chocolate transports the audience back to a time when 

York, known as the Chocolate City, verged on the brink of the First World War. 

The play follows the story of two young men who signed up to take part in the war, 

and the stories of their sweethearts, their mother and a conscientious objector. The 

plot explores their lives and how they changed, showing with great tact the 

devastating effects of the war. The city of York itself is put at the forefront of the 

drama, with scenes being acted out around or projected upon its famous 

landmarks. Beginning at the De Grey Rooms and finishing atmospherically at 

Clifford’s Tower, Blood and Chocolate really is the citywide adventure that it was 

marketed to be. 

Despite the scale of the production which manages to take over the city, it remains 

a surprisingly personal experience. Each audience member is issued with a pair of 

headphones, making it possible to hear exactly what is happening at all times in an 

intimate manner - it feels as though the characters are talking directly into your ears. 

The only time that the headphones are removed is during the interval in order to 

listen to a choral performance whilst the audience is provided with a mug of hot 

chocolate. All members of the audience are also gifted with a small box, inside 

which are two chocolates. These boxes are fashioned in the style of the tins which 

were sent from Rowntree’s factory to the men of York on the front line. It was from 

one of these tins that part of the inspiration for Blood and Chocolate was born. 

Whilst the acting wasn’t spectacular, it didn’t need to be. The atmosphere and 

concept of the performance were more than powerful enough to carry the 

audience along and keep them captivated. It was a surreal experience walking 

through the streets of York with cheering cast members lining the streets, as though 

you were one of the soldiers off to war. The fact that it felt like you were part of the 

production made the experience all the more personal. 

The ending was slightly anti-climactic, and carried on past the dramatic end of the 

war, but it wasn’t disappointing. Instead you were left to go home feeling slightly 

melancholic, and more importantly pondering the effects of the war on the City and 

its citizens, which would have continued well beyond the 11th November 1918. 

Blood and Chocolate is a fantastic production, and a theatre experience unlike any 

other I have had before. 

Blood and Chocolate is unfortunately Sold Out, but information about education 

and worshops can be found here. 

http://www.theyorker.co.uk/contributors/nicola-haydon
http://www.yorktheatreroyal.co.uk/shows/blood_and_chocolate.php#.Ul6MztLENfk
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