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 The Cast of Characters 
(with number of lines): 

 

 “Box” Brown (25 )—a free man and our narrator     Henry Brown (18) —a slave 

  Nancy Brown (2) —his wife     The Brown children —two to four non-speaking parts 

  Mr. Cottrell (4) —Nancy’s master    Mr. Elliott (14) —a storekeeper   Trainman (6) 

  Dr. Smith (3), Mr. McKim (9), Mr. Miller (4), and Mr. Davis (5) —Abolitionists 

  Passenger #1 and #2 (8 ea.)  Postman (4)  Driver #1 (1)  Driver #2 (4)  Shipman (1) 
 

 

 

 

 

Prolog 
An anti-slavery meeting in the North 

 

MR. McKIM: I want to introduce you to a 

most extraordinary man. He came to us last 

Saturday morning in a wooden box.  

 

MR. DAVIS: That’s right, he arrived by 

express mail in a box! It was marked "THIS 

SIDE UP," and came from Virginia—no 

doubt at great danger to its occupant. Did 

you ever hear of anything to beat that? 

 

MR. MILLER: As you will see, Mr. 

Brown’s a noble fellow. He will tell you the 

whole story. 

 

BOX BROWN (enters, and sits upon a 

crate): Although I was a slave, I earned a 

small salary at the tobacco factory where my 

master sent me to work 15 hours a day. My 

wife Nancy and I were able to rent a small 

house, but Nancy had a different owner. I 

had to give him money so that he wouldn’t 

sell her and split our family apart. How I 

longed for my wife and children to be free. 

My story begins one morning in 1848.  
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Scene One 
Henry’s Shack 

 

HENRY: Let’s give thanks for this fine 

breakfast. 

 

BOX BROWN: We were about to say grace 

when there came a knock at the door. It was 

Mr. Cottrell, Nancy’s owner. 

 

HENRY: Why good mornin’, Mr. Cottrell.  

What can we do for you? 

 

COTTRELL: I won’t mince words, Henry. I 

want some money today. 
 

NANCY: But Mr. Cottrell, my Henry paid 

you just yesterday! 
 

COTTRELL: You keep out of this, Nancy, 

‘less you want to feel the sting of my whip. 
 

HENRY: No reason to get upset, Mr. 

Cottrell. No reason at all. I’d be happy to 

give you some money, but after paying rent, 

and payin’ you for the privilege of marrying 

Nancy, I haven’t any left. 

 

COTTRELL: Don’t be holdin’ out on me, 

Henry. 
 

HENRY: What more can I do, Mr. Cottrell? 
 

COTTRELL (angrily): I want money, and 

money I will have! Good day! 
 

HENRY: Now I wonder what he means by 

that? 
 

NANCY (bursting into tears): What if he 

means to sell one of the children?

HENRY: No, no. Mr. Cottrell and I have an 

agreement. Every week I pay him to keep our 

family together. Don’t you worry none. 

 

BOX BROWN: But all day long I worried. 

Perhaps I’d come home to find slavery had 

stolen away one of my little ones. What I 

discovered was more horrifying than I ever 

imagined. 

 

HENRY: Nancy? Children? Your papa’s 

home!   Nancy? . . . Nancy? 

 

BOX BROWN: They were gone. . . . All of 

them.  
 

 
 

 

Scene Two 
Mr. Elliott’s Store 

 

BOX BROWN: Many schemes for saving 

my family passed through my mind, but there 

seemed no hope. When my owner, Mr. Allen, 

refused to assist me, I began to grow weary 

of my bonds. 

 

STOREKEEPER: What can I do for you 

today, Henry? 
 

HENRY (sadly): My master sent me for 

supplies. 
 

STOREKEEPER: You don’t sound your 

usual self. Something wrong? 

 

HENRY (after a pause): They’ve sold my 

wife, Mr. Elliott. And the children, too. 

They’re gone. 

 

STOREKEEPER: What’s this? Didn’t that 

Mr. Cottrell have an agreement with you?  
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HENRY: Yes, sir.  Every week I paid him, 

but every week he came back wanting more.   

 

STOREKEEPER: I can’t blame you for 

being vexed. 

 

HENRY: I am vexed, Mr. Elliott. It makes 

me want to escape to the North. 

 

STOREKEEPER: You’re not afraid to tell 

me that? 

 

HENRY: No, sir. I figure you for an 

honorable man. 

 

STOREKEEPER: Do you 

understand the risks?  If you’re 

caught, the punishment will be 

severe. 

 

HENRY: I’ll know freedom—or I’ll die 

trying. 
 

 
 

 
 

Scene Three 
Mr. Elliott’s Store 

 

BOX BROWN: The 

storekeeper introduced me to 

Dr. Smith, a conductor on the Underground 

Railway, a group of people dedicated to 

helping slaves escape.  

 

DR. SMITH: It’s risky, Henry. We must be 

careful. 

 

BOX BROWN: I’d feasted upon the thought 

of freedom. One day the idea suddenly 

flashed across my mind: I would shut myself 

up in a box and get myself mailed to a free 

state.

STOREKEEPER: I don’t think you’ll 

survive inside a box. Certainly not all the 

way to Philadelphia. How will you breathe? 

 

HENRY: I’ll drill small air holes in the box. 

 

STOREKEEPER: It will be hot inside. 

You’ll die of thirst. 

 

HENRY: I’ll take a container of water to sip. 

 

STOREKEEPER: I think it’s dangerous, 

but I’m willing to help. What do you want 

me to do? 

 

DR. SMITH: We’ll need you to take 

the box to the Express Office. Send 

it to this address in Philadelphia. 

 

BOX BROWN: Our plan set, we 

agreed to meet a few days later. 
 

 
 

Scene Four 
A secret meeting place at 4 a.m. 

 

BOX BROWN: The Box was three feet 

long, two and a half feet high, and two feet 

wide.        

 

STOREKEEPER: Here’s your water, 

Henry. Wet your face when you feel faint. 

 

DR. SMITH: We’ve arranged to have the 

box claimed in Philadelphia. You’ll be 

picked up at the depot and taken to the Anti-

Slavery Society. 

 

HENRY: Thank you, friends. Thank you. I 

probably won’t see you again, will I? 

 

DR. SMITH: Let’s hope not. 
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“Box Brown’s Freedom Crate” was originally published under 

the title “The Daring Escape of Henry ‘Box’ Brown” in the 

Jan./Feb. 2001 issue of Scholastic’s Storyworks magazine and 

republished in 2016. It’s based on Brown’s autobiography, The 

Narrative of Henry “Box” Brown, in which he details how he 

escaped slavery by mailing himself to the North in a crate. Kids 

love enacting it, especially when a “crate” is used as a prop. Try 

“sealing” the actor playing Henry in a cardboard box painted to 

look like a crate. At the end of Scene Four, close the curtains to 

silently remove “Henry” and replace him with pillows. The 

students playing the postman, trainman, and drivers then spend 

the next few scenes roughly tumbling the crate before the actor is 

secretly restored prior to the last scene. Add to that a surprise cup 

of confetti (or, if you dare, a small cup of water), and you have a 

hit! Don’t neglect, however, to address the realities of slavery. 

Henry’s painful story is a real one and emblematic of slavery. 

The play can be enacted with as few as 10 or as many 18 students along with innumerable. Suitable 

for reader’s theater, podcast, or full stage performance in grades three and up. 
 

 
 

Tech Note: Having trouble printing? Pictures not showing up? Open your PDF app (such as Adobe) 

before opening the product file. If this fails to fix the problem, visit the FAQ page on TpT or Etsy. 
 

License: Thank you for respecting copyright. While Henry’s autobiography is in the Public Domain, 

this play is an original adaption and therefore is fully copyrighted. The original purchaser is licensed to 

reproduce one class set per year for use with his or her own class. Purchasers are NOT authorized to 

post the play on Weebly or other online sites unless the site is password protected and accessible only 

by the purchaser’s current students. Please visit ReadAloudPlays.com for more information.  
 

Vocabulary: The following words or terms often prove challenging for young readers: occupant, 

severe, schemes, privilege, depot, agony, relieved, midst, Anti-Slavery Society 
 

Comprehension Activity (CCSs Literature items 1, 2, 4, 10). The comprehension activity appears in 

two forms: a traditional multi-choice bubble test and a “boxed” short answer response form. The 

questions are essentially the same. Have students cite evidence from the text when completing and 

reviewing.  Bubble Quiz Key: 1. c; 2. b;  3. c;  4. a;  5. d ; 6. d;  7. d;  8. c. (although Henry did 

become a crusader (answer d), there is no mention of that in the play). Use a completed bubble quiz as 

a key for the short answer activity, although answers may vary somewhat. 
 

Extension Activities: 

 Pair with “Henry’s Freedom Box,” a picture book by Ellen Levine (Scholastic, 2007) Create a 

simple T-chart to do a compare and contrast of the two depictions, thereby satisfying CCS 

Information Text, Craft and Structure, item #6 (analyze multiple accounts of the same event…)  

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

plays. Consider teaming with “Box” with Freedom for the First Time and President  Lincoln’s 

Spies & Rebels  
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Box Brown’s Freedom Crate 
Name: _________________________________________________ Date: ______________________ 
 

Short answer: Cite evidence from the play whenever possible to answer each question. Use the back 

of the sheet if you need more space. 
 

 

 

 

1. Why does Henry’s family disappear? 

__________________________________

__________________________________

__________________________________

__________________________________

__________________________________

__________________________________ 

3. What is the author’s trying to say when he has 

Passenger #1 complain about not having a place 

to sit? 

5. Is there any evidence that 

Passenger #1 has a good 

sniffer? Explain. 

6. What was Mr. Elliott implying when he says to Henry, 

‘You’re not afraid to tell me that’? 

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________ 

8. What did Henry do after 

escaping slavery? ______________ 

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________ 

4. Box Brown uses “dark” 

phrases like grave, coffin, and 

destruction to describe the 

crate and his time inside it. 

Why?   

2. What is meant by 

the word vexed at 

the end of scene 2? 

7. How does Driver #2 unknowingly save Henry’s life? 

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________ 
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