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On a barmy, hot summers afternoon, we set out to the picturesque village of Lurgashall, on the border of Surrey 
and West Sussex, in search of the Rotherfield Players’ annual open-air production. We arrived at the village 
green to find an idyllic setting tucked away behind the beautiful 16th Century Noah’s Ark pub. After a superb 
pre-theatre meal, we were greeted in the garden by the “pre-show entertainment” comprising of a small 
orchestra and several members of the cast performing well chosen and cleverly titled, 17th century songs to set 
the scene as the evening sun descended. 

The set was simple, effectively painted and cleverly adapted with simple additions to transition from one scene 
(or residence) to the next. 

Regarded at the time as one of the filthiest and funniest plays ever written, William Wycherley’s The Country 
Wife was first performed in 1675 and continued to outrage and excite audiences up to 1753 when it was banned 
and kept off the stage and out of print up until 1924. Typical of early Restoration comedy, aristocratic and anti-
puritan, often described as a sexual romp, Director Kate Organ quite aptly describes it in the programme as a 
17th Century “Carry On”. The story is a gem, which is why it has lasted almost four and a half centuries. 

The well-named Horner (played excellently with insightful wit by Barry Shyvers) sets the ball rolling. Mr. Horner 
a fashionable and wealthy man of immoral and promiscuous habit wants to seduce as many “respectable” 
women as possible, but he needs to convince their husbands that he’s physically incapable of any such thing.  
He spreads a false rumour of his own impotence, to convince married men that he can safely be allowed to 
socialise with their wives. A friendly doctor “The Quack” playfully delivered by Bob Broad, also makes it known 
about town that this unfortunate gent has "the French disease" and is therefore no better than a eunuch. This 
is the key that blinds husbands to infidelity and opens the hearts (and legs) of their wives!  

The queue of women is long. Becky Syms as Lady Fidget strongly leads a patrician trio of ladies of "a certain age" 
that includes the gorgeously named Dainty Fidget (Emma Harrison) the unmarried sister of Sir Jasper Fidget and 
Mistress Squeamish (Kate Awcock) all members of “the virtuous gang” and secretly conquests of Horner’s. The 
spicy and capable trio are presented in a stylised fashion, moving and posing as one, which was effective and 
maintained throughout the piece. 

Enter Sir Jasper Fidget (played suitably with pomp and flair by David Adams) a man of business, who derives no 
end of amusement from the rumour of Horner’s impotence. He is happy to entrust his wife, Lady Fidget, to 
Horner’s company, on the theory that the presence of the supposed eunuch will keep her occupied and 
discourage the advances of other, more potent men.  

Soon we see the arrival of Mr Pinchwife and his “country wife” Margery (played by the enchanting Heather 
Campbell) fresh from the plain-speaking countryside. Mr. Pinchwife (played by the capable Robert Chesterton) 
suitably manic and spluttering in the role of jealous husband, lives in fear of being cuckolded not because he 
loves his wife but believes he owns her. 

In the third interwoven storyline we meet a Mr Sparkish (played by the deliciously foppish Robert Darling). Living 
up to the name, he is full of spark both in his energetic performance of a camp, self-conceited buffoon enhanced 
with flamboyant costumes and plentiful hair. He is a fellow who is so trusting that he repeatedly forces his 
betrothed, Alithea (Pinchwife’s sister), on to his handsome best pal, John Harcourt, a member of the laddish 
Wits, whose designs are not as innocent as they should be.  

Alithea (played charmingly by Louise Coe) is engaged to Sparkish as she values that he appears incapable of 
jealousy. However, during the play Alithea attracts the amorous attentions of Harcourt (played dashingly by 
Larry Robinson).  Alithea is the most straightforwardly admirable person in the play: her residence in London 
and enjoyment of the pleasures of the town have sharpened her wits but not dulled her morals. By contrast 
Alithea’s clever and sensible maidservant, Lucy (played astutely by Ros Williams) is sceptical of her mistress’s 
plans to marry the vapid Sparkish, and she is resourceful in coming up with schemes to encourage a match with 
Harcourt.  



Some lovely cameo roles were delivered by Alison Organ as the humorous Old Lady Squeamish who strives in 
vain to preserve Mistress Squeamish, her granddaughter’s purity and Mr Dorilant (played skilfully by Derek 
Holland) with strong support from Mr Pinchwife’s down trodden servant Sarah Boorman, Mr Horner’s servant 
Scott Boorman and the Parson played by Andy Miller. 

Overall, this was a very enjoyable production with well chosen and delightful musical additions, strong 
performances, a well delivered funny script packed with double entendres, and recreating the extravagance, the 
vibrancy, the freedom, and above all, the irresistible appeal of Restoration decadence. Well done to Kate Organ 
and all the production team. I look forward to the next Rotherfield romp. 
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