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Cast of Characters: 
 

Slaves:  
Narrator 

Tyree—the narrator as a ten year old 

Mama—Tyree’s mother 

Little Sarah—Tyree’s younger sister 

Sweet Walter—Tyree’s brother 

Uncle Whit 

Aunt Gert 

Extras—non-speaking parts 
 

Others: 
Ole Missus—the owner of the plantation 

Marse (Master) 1 and Marse 2—her sons 

General Sherman 
 

 

 

Prologue 
 

NARRATOR: There were four million of us 

living as slaves when Abraham Lincoln 

became president. 

 

TYREE: We endured hard lives in fear of 

our masters. 

 

 

NARRATOR: But we remained ever 

hopeful that one day we’d have our Day of 

Jubilee 

 

TYREE: The day we’d know freedom for 

the first time. 

 

NARRATOR: The day we’d be free to tell 

our stories. 

 

TYREE: Our stories are called slave 

narratives. 

 

NARRATOR: And this here’s one of ‘em. 

 
 

Scene One 
Sister Goes to the Big House--1862 

 

NARRATOR: I remember the day they 

came and took my little sister away. We’d 

just come draggin’ in from the cotton when 

Ole Missus and her sons come riding up in a 

cart.   
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MARSE 1: Ole Missus be needing more 

help in the Big House, someone to make the 

beds and sweep the floor and such. 

 

MARSE 2: Now you 

bring all your little 

girls up here and let us 

have a look at ‘em. 
 

NARRATOR: We 

didn’t know much about the goings-on inside 

the Big House. We 

worked in  

the fields and lived in 

the slave quarters pert-

near a mile away. We 

just knew that 

whenever one of our 

kin went to work up 

there, we most never 

saw ‘em again.   

 

MARSE 1: How ‘bout 

this one, Mother? 

 

NARRATOR: Mama 

started shakin’ when 

Marse grabbed ‘hold of 

me. 
 

OLE MISSUS: Too old. I want a young one 

I can raise up respectful. 
 

NARRATOR: But when Ole Missus set her 

eyes on my baby sister, Mama cried out. 

 

MAMA: Please don’t take her, Ma’am. 

She’s too young to be living away from her 

family. 

 

NARRATOR: I swear, at that Ole Missus’ 

eyes got steely cold. 

 

OLE MISSUS: What’s your name, young 

lady. 

LITTLE SARAH (quietly): Sarah. 

 

OLE MISSUS (sternly): No, you say, “My 

name is, Sarah, Ma’am.” You understand 

me? 

 

LITTLE SARAH: Yes… Ma’am. 

 

OLE MISSUS: That’s a good girl. We’ll 

take this one, Sons.  

 

NARRATOR: At this, 

Mama burst into tears. 
 

MAMA: Please don’t 

take her, Ma’am. She’s 

my baby. My baby girl. 

Please don’t, Ma’am. 
 

NARRATOR: It was 

something terrible to 

see, my mama bawlin’ 

like that, but Ole Missus 

paid her no mind. 
 

OLE MISSUS: Put her 

in the wagon, Sons. I’ll 

have her behavin’ 

proper in no time. 

 

MAMA: Please, no. 

 

NARRATOR: We’d lost kin before—

especially on sellin’ off day—but losin’ 

Sarah hurt on Mama worse than usual. Just 

about every day, I’d hear her out in the 

cotton, cryin’ all soft and low.  And when the 

sun would go down and we’d be walkin’ 

back, I’d see her 

lookin’ in the 

direction of the 

Big House, trying 

to catch a glimpse 

of her baby.    

 

Why is the grammar 
spoken by many of the 
characters often poor? 
Why didn’t the author 

correct it? 

 

Based on what the 
narrator says, what do 

 you suppose is  
‘sellin’ off day’? 

National Archives; Public Domain (old) 

A young girl in a cotton field (Public domain: old) 
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Scene Two 
Back B’fore Breakfast--1863 

 

NARRATOR: I remember the day Ole 

Missus’ sons went off to the war. It was a 

year later, but Mama was still hangin’ her 

head. 

 

MARSE 1: That Yankee President Lincoln 

says we have to turn you out or go to war. 

 

TYREE: There ain’t nothing worse than 

bein’ turned out!   

 

UNCLE WHIT: Nothin’ to eat and no 

way of gettin’ by! 

 

MARSE 2: Ole Missus 

says we won’t do that to 

you. We won’t turn you 

out without a fight. 

 

MARSE 1: So we’re goin’ 

off to whip them Yankees. 

 

MARSE 2: But don’t be getting’ 

no funny ideas about runnin’ off or causin’ 

an uproar.  

 

MARSE 1: Because we’ll be back b’fore 

breakfast! 

 

MARSE 2: And 

don’t be gettin’ no 

funny ideas about 

joinin’ up with ‘em 

either.   

 

MARSE 1: Because them Yankees are 

mean-spirited dogs. 

 

MARSE 2: They’d just as soon beat you as 

look at you.

UNCLE WHIT: Marse, I’ll help you fight 

them Yanks! Let me go with ya!  

 

MARSE 1: That’s mighty loyal of you, 

Whit, but you and Big Jim 

and George and you others, 

we need you to stay behind 

and protect Ole Missus and 

the plantation. 

 

MARSE 2: Any of those Yankees come 

around, you do what you have to do. 

 

NARRATOR: As they rode off, we 

were hootin’ and shoutin’ for ‘em. 

 

UNCLE WHIT: You whip them 

Yankees for us, Marse! 

 

TYREE: Whoopee!  We’ll see 

you in the morning, Masters! 

 

NARRATOR: But Mama, 

well, she just stared off toward 

the Big House. 
 

 

 

 

Scene Three 
They Bleed Just Like Us--1863 

 

NARRATOR: I remember the day my 

brother escaped to freedom. Word about the 

war had gotten around quickly. Most of us 

believed what the masters had told us. But 

not Mama. We were in the shack that night, 

talking about it. 

 

SWEET WALTER: I 

hear tell this Lincoln 

isn’t workin’ to turn us 

out. He aims to set us 

free!   

 

Will they really be back 
before breakfast? What 

do you think Marse 

means by this? 

 

Why would the slaves 
be willing to fight for 

their masters? 

 

What do you think the 
difference is between 
being turned out and 

being set free? 
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“Freedom for the First Time” is original reader’s theater 

inspired by various narratives and primary source material from 

Days of Jubilee, by Patricia C. & Fredrick L. McKissack. Though 

classified as historic fiction, this play depicts actual events written 

about in the journals of slaves.     The story is told from the 

perspective of a ten year old slave girl named Tyree. When her 

little sister is taken away to be a house servant, Tyree watches her 

mother sink in to depression. The woman carries on with the 

constant drudgery of the plantation, living only on the hope that 

someday soon they’d know their day of jubilee. 

     

The Play: This is a fairly straightforward play to enact on stage. 

Students can experiment with a Southern dialect, and the final 

scene challenges young actors to use their voice to accurately 

portray dramatic swings in emotion. There are parts for 8 to 11 

actors and innumerable extras depending on your casting needs. 

The narrator is the most challenging role. She is the adult version of Tyree. These roles can be played 

by two different students, or played by a single student who speaks directly to the audience during 

stop-action when speaking as the narrator. The play is rated for 3
rd

 through 8
th
 grade, but consider the 

content matter before assigning.  
 

 
 

Tech Note: Having trouble printing? Pictures not showing up? Try opening your PDF viewer (such as 

Adobe) before opening the file containing this play. If that fails to fix the problem, visit the FAQ page 

on TeachersPayTeachers.com. 
 

Reproduction Rights: Thank you for respecting copyright. While most slave narratives are in the 

Public Domain due to their age, this play represents an original adaption and therefore is fully 

protected by copyright. The original purchaser is licensed to reproduce one class set per year for use 

with his or her own class. Please visit ReadAloudPlays.com for more information about copyright.  
 

Vocabulary: The following words or terms sometime prove challenging for young readers: pert-near 

(nearly), Marse (master), Hallelujah (cry of jubilation), kin (family). Sellin’ off day (when slaves are 

sold) and turned out (to be kicked off the plantation without means of support) are also confusing, but 

these terms are the subject of questions embedded in the play. 
 

Comprehension Activity (CCS Lit items 5 & 10; Info Text items 2 & 5) Key: 1. Little Sarah is taken 

to the Big House; 2. Mama sinks into depression; 3. Ole Missus sons convince the slaves they’re on 

their side;  4. Walter throws down the shovel; 5. The war comes to an end; 6. Tyree tells Mama they’re 

free; 7. Mama rescues Sarah from the Big House; 8. They celebrate their Jubilee. 
 

Extension Activities: 

 Pair with “Days of Jubilee” by the McKissacks (Scholastic, 2007) Create a simple T-chart to do a 

compare and contrast, thereby satisfying Common Core standard “Information Text, Craft and 

Structure,” item #6 (analyze multiple accounts of the same event…)  

 Enact alongside other plays. ReadAloudPlays.com has numerous Black History and Civil War-era 

plays. Consider teaming Freedom for the First Time with Box Brown’s Freedom Crate and 

President Lincoln’s Spies & Rebels.  
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 The Civil War comes to 

an end 
 

Mama encourages 

Walter to go fight 

Mama sinks into 

depression 
 

Mama rescues Little 

Sarah from the Big 

House 
 

Little  Sarah is taken to the 

Big House 
 

Ole Missus’ sons 

convince the slaves 
they’re on their side 
 

Tyree tells Mama they’re 

free 
 

Walter throws down the 

shovel 
 

They celebrate their Day 

of Jubilee 
 

Uncle Whit escapes to 
fight for the North 
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