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SARAH, PLAIN AND TALL
A Play in Two Acts

For 5 Men and 7 Women*

(And up to 6 additional Men and/or Women, if desired)

MAJOR CHARACTERS

Jacob Witting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . a Kansas farmer

Anna Witting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . his young daughter

Caleb Witting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . his young son

Matthew Nordstrom . . . . . . . . . . . a neighboring farmer

Maggie Nordstrom . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . his wife

Rose Nordstrom . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . their daughter

Violet Nordstrom . . . . . . . . . . . . . their other daughter

William Wheaton . . . . . . . . . . . . . a Maine fisherman

Meg Wheaton . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . his wife

Sarah Wheaton . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . his sister

Adult Anna . . . . . . . . . . . . . Anna Witting in her 20s

(The 4 children’s roles may be played by children, juveniles or

even youthful-appearing adults)

MINOR CHARACTERS

Ephraim (Eppie) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . a paperboy

Howie (Hettie). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . a postman

Eben (Esther) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . a coachman

Levi (Laurey) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . a stationmaster

Mr. (Miss) Titus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . a farmer

Chester (Hester) Upshaw . . . . . . . . . . . . . a salesman

Judson Moffet . . . . . . . . . . . a neighbor of the Wittings

(All minor characters may be played by 1 Man, or by as many

as 1 Man and 6 Men and/or Women)

TIME: The early 1900s.

PLACE: A farm in Kansas / a house in Maine.

*May be performed by a cast of 10—see production notes for

doubling.

© The Dramatic Publishing Company, Woodstock, Illinois



ACT ONE

(The stage is in semi-darkness. The offstage VOICE of

ADULT ANNA, early to mid-twenties, is heard singing

“Nature’s Song.”*)

ADULT ANNA.

WHEN A TREE GROWS, IT GROWS.

WHEN THE WIND BLOWS, IT BLOWS.

THAT’S THE WAY THEY WERE MADE,

LET THEM BE.

(She continues to sing or hum. She enters wearing ev-

eryday clothing, but holding a fancy hat. She moves

slowly DRC toward a pool of light.)

WHEN A BIRD TWEETS A TUNE

AND A WOLF HOWLS THE MOON,

THAT’S THE WAY THEY WERE MADE,

NATURALLY.

(She hums a few more notes, then her voice trails off as

she puts the hat on and mimes looking at herself in an

unseen mirror.)

ADULT ANNA. Oh, it’s lovely. Maybe one or two more

ribbons down the back, then it will be just right.

JACOB’S VOICE (from offstage). How does the hat look

in the big mirror, Anna?

* See production notes for complete lyrics and melody lines for the
four songs sung a cappella in the play.
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ADULT ANNA (calling to offstage). Just fine, Papa.

Maybe another ribbon or two, and it’ll be perfect.

JACOB’S VOICE. You know—the roses have just come

in. I’ll bet a few of those might brighten it up.

ADULT ANNA (to offstage). Oh, yes. Maybe two or three

on the brim when she gets back from town. (Adjusting

the hat, calling back to offstage.) You know, this hat is

going to look so nice, I may not wear anything on Satur-

day except this and a pair of old comfortable overalls.

(She laughs, joined by JACOB’s offstage laughter. Over-

lapping their voices is the offstage laughter of four

CHILDREN. To herself:) What was that? It sounded like

children laughing. (She listens intently, then shrugs.) I

must be hearing things. (To the audience for the first

time.) Papa said the next few days might be pretty un-

usual for me—that I’d probably be having a lot of mem-

ories of the past. That happens, he says, when people are

getting ready for a big change in their lives—like leav-

ing home, taking their first job, going on an adventure.

Why, just yesterday I was remembering the first automo-

bile I ever saw. That was about ten years ago when a

man from Topeka came by and tried to sell Papa some

shingles. Then last night I started thinking about the—

(The offstage CHILDREN’s laughter is heard again.)

Who was that?

ANNA’S VOICE (from offstage). Coming, ready or not!

(More CHILDREN’s laughter.)

ADULT ANNA. That was me…Papa was right. I am going

to be remembering a lot of things over the next few days.

(She slowly moves R as the pool of light crossfades with

the general lighting which comes up to reveal an open
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space outside the Witting farmhouse. A rustic table and

three or four chairs and/or upside down barrels are at

C. A basket of unfolded laundry is on the table.

At extreme R is a small platform containing two chairs

and a table which serve as the Wheaton parlor through-

out the play. That area is lit only for the scenes played

in Maine. A similar platform containing a water pump,

corn grinder or other farm implement may be located at

extreme L to serve as balance.

Four entrances are suggested. UL leads to the farm-

house. DL goes to other areas of the farm and to the

road. UR leads to the barn, cow pond and fields. DR,

below the parlor, is used for entrances to the Wheaton

home and the railway station in Kansas. NOTE: a door,

real or imagined, is at the rear of the parlor, leading to

the rest of the house—an imaginary door, going to the

outside, is at the front of the parlor.

During the lighting change, three children, ROSE, VIO-

LET and CALEB, enter running from DL, laughing and

calling to offstage behind them, “Can’t find me!” “I

know where I’m going to hide!” “You’ll never spy me,

Anna!” Etc. They exit offstage UR or UR and UL.)

ADULT ANNA. That’s Caleb, my little brother. The girls

are Rose and Violet Nordstrom, our next-door neigh-

bors. I say next door. They lived two miles away. But in

these parts that was pretty close.

(ANNA enters from DL running, then stops.)
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ADULT ANNA. And there I am.

ANNA (creeps about the stage, then calls out). I spy Rose

behind the trellis.

ROSE’S VOICE. Oh, no.

ANNA. I spy Caleb next to the rain barrel.

CALEB. Oh, shoot.

ANNA. And I spy—Violet under the fence.

VIOLET’S VOICE. Oh, phooey.

(ROSE, CALEB and VIOLET slowly emerge from their

hiding places and come toward C.)

ANNA. I told you I’d find you. Rose, I saw you first, so

you’re it this time.

CALEB. Close your eyes and count to twenty while we

hide.

ROSE. Okay. Ready—set—go! (ANNA, VIOLET and CA-

LEB exit at UR, laughing as ROSE counts.) One, two,

three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. (She opens

one eye, then looks up and around and whispers.) Fif-

teen. (Opening both eyes and shouting.) Twenty! Com-

ing, ready or not! (She exits giggling.)

ADULT ANNA. Rose and Violet were my best

friends—practically my only friends in the summer

when we weren’t in school. Their parents were Matthew

and Maggie. Sometimes they would help Papa with the

plowing or a big crop gathering. And we would help

them, too. We worked hard, but they let us children play

from time to time to keep from getting too tired or too

bored.

ROSE’S VOICE (from offstage). I spy Caleb!… I spy Vio-

let!… But I don’t see Anna!
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ADULT ANNA (going UR and looking offstage). Where

was I?… Oh, yes. I remember.

ROSE’S VOICE. Anna, where are you hiding? Anna!

ADULT ANNA. Under the big haystack next to the barn.

(She exits as JACOB, mid-thirties, and MATTHEW and

MAGGIE, early forties and late thirties respectively, en-

ter from DL.)

JACOB. Thank you, Matthew. Much obliged, Maggie. I

could never have cleared off those four acres without

you.

MATTHEW. You’re more than welcome, Jacob.

MAGGIE. You always give us a hand when you can.

JACOB. But I get two of you. There’s only one of me.

(Offstage laughter as the parents smile.) Anna and Caleb

sure are crazy about Rose and Violet. They’ll be bored

stiff when you leave. And they’re getting too big for me

to entertain—especially when I’m working most of the

day.

MATTHEW. Well, Jacob, you need to get yourself some

help—just like I did. (He puts his arm around MAG-

GIE’s waist.)

JACOB. I might not be as lucky as you were, Matthew.

MATTHEW. You never can tell unless you try… I was a

little nervous myself at first, but there I was—my dear

wife passed away and me left with two little girls. So, I

put an advertisement in the newspapers. Then one day I

got a letter from Tennessee. And three months later I

was married to this wonderful woman.

JACOB. But what if I advertised, and the person who an-

swered didn’t get along with me?
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MAGGIE. You don’t get married right away. When I came

to Matthew and the girls, they gave me my own room.

In the meantime we got to know each other—and we all

liked what we saw.

MATTHEW. I told Rose and Violet all three of us had to

agree on Maggie. And, of course, she had to agree on us.

JACOB. How do you know which papers to advertise in?

MATTHEW. Get a list from Editor Price in town. He’s got

the names of every paper in all forty-six states. Pick a

few and send them your advertisement. Doesn’t cost that

much.

JACOB. What do you say in an advertisement like that?

MATTHEW. You can say exactly what I said— “Tall,

handsome farmer. Very smart. Went all the way to the

eighth grade. Has two children. Seeks a wife.”

JACOB. Tall? Handsome? Smart? Did you believe that,

Maggie?

MAGGIE. ‘Course not. I figured if he was all that, he

wouldn’t need to advertise for a wife. (They laugh.)

Anyway, I decided any man who’d tell tales like that

shouldn’t be raising two little children all by himself.

(More laughter.)

MATTHEW (becoming serious). You think about that ad-

vertisement, Jacob. It’s one of the best things I ever did.

JACOB. I will think about it. But if I do write one up, I’ll

just tell the truth about myself. When you tell the truth

you never have to remember what you said. It always

comes out the same every time.

(The CHILDREN enter from UR, laughing and exchang-

ing friendly barbs— “You never did spy me,” “Did,
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too,” “I know you didn’t count up to twenty,” “I was

`it’ only one time.” Etc.)

MAGGIE. Come on, girls. Time to go home.

MATTHEW. Who wants to help me hitch up the horses to

the wagon?

ROSE & VIOLET. Me! Me! Me, please! Etc.

MATTHEW. Okay, you can both help. (ROSE and VIO-

LET cheer.)

ANNA. Do you have to go now?

MAGGIE. ‘Fraid so, Anna. We still have our chores to do.

MATTHEW. Cows to be milked.

MAGGIE. Supper to be made.

JACOB. Thank you again, Matthew—Maggie. And you,

too, Rose and Violet. You were a big help.

ROSE. You’re welcome.

VIOLET. You’re welcome.

JACOB. We’ll be over next Tuesday to help you clean out

the chicken houses and put down some new straw.

MATTHEW. We’ll look forward to it. (MATTHEW, MAG-

GIE, ROSE and VIOLET begin to leave.)

ANNA. ‘Bye, Rose.

CALEB. ‘Bye, Violet.

ROSE & VIOLET. ‘Bye.

MAGGIE. Girls, on the way home I’ll tell you the story

about Davy Crockett and his coonskin cap.

ROSE. And tell us the one about Daniel Boone again. (MAG-

GIE, ROSE and VIOLET exit DL.)

MATTHEW (to JACOB). They love those stories about

Tennessee. It’s almost like hearing about a foreign coun-

try…You think about that newspaper advertisement, Ja-

cob. (He exits DL.)
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JACOB (calling after MATTHEW). I will. See you on

Tuesday. (A pause as he, ANNA and CALEB watch the

family depart.)

ANNA. Rose calls Maggie “Mama.”

CALEB. Violet does, too.

ANNA. But Maggie’s not their real mama.

CALEB. Is, too.

ANNA. Is not.

CALEB. Is, too.

ANNA. Is not.

JACOB. That’s enough, children. Now you two fold the

laundry over there. I’ll be in the parlor. We’ll have an

early supper tonight. I need to be up at the crack of

dawn to go into town on an errand.

CALEB. Can I help you hitch Jack up to the wagon?

ANNA. Jack won’t let anybody but Papa hitch him up.

He’s too feisty.

JACOB. I’ll be gone before you’re up. I’ll leave food in a

skillet on the wood stove. After breakfast, be sure you

do your chores.

ANNA. Okay, Papa.

CALEB. Okay, Papa. (JACOB exits UL as ANNA and CA-

LEB begin to fold the laundry.) Rose and Violet are

lucky. They have somebody to tell them stories. I wish

Papa would tell us stories.

ANNA. He’s too tired from working all day. He doesn’t

even sing anymore.

CALEB. Did Mama sing every day? Every—single—day?

ANNA. Every—single—day. That’s the second time I told

you this week. The twentieth time this month. The hun-

dredth time this year.

CALEB. And did Papa sing, too?
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ANNA. Yes. Papa sang, too… Fold those things a little

straighter, Caleb.

CALEB. Papa doesn’t sing anymore.

ANNA. No. He doesn’t. (A pause as they fold.)

CALEB. What did I look like when I was born?

ANNA. You didn’t have any clothes on.

CALEB. I know that.

ANNA. You looked like a round ball of bread dough.

CALEB. I had hair.

ANNA. Not enough to talk about.

CALEB (as though continuing a story). And she named me

Caleb.

ANNA. I would have named you Troublesome.

CALEB. And Mama handed me to you in the yellow blan-

ket and said… (Waiting for ANNA to finish the story.)

And said…?

ANNA (with a sigh). And Mama said, “Isn’t he beautiful,

Anna?”

CALEB. And I was.

(They continue folding the laundry in silence as ADULT

ANNA enters.)

ADULT ANNA. Caleb thought the story was over, and I

didn’t tell him what I really thought—that he was homely

and plain, and he had a terrible holler and a horrid smell.

But these were not the worst of him. Mama died the

next morning. That was the worst thing about Caleb.

CALEB (dreamily, to himself). “Isn’t he beautiful, Anna?”

ADULT ANNA. Those were her last words to me. I had

gone to bed thinking how wretched he looked. And I

forgot to say good night.
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CALEB. Can you remember her songs? Mama’s songs?

ANNA. No. Only that she sang about flowers and birds.

Sometimes about the moon at nighttime. (They have fin-

ished folding the laundry.) Let’s go. We need to put these

things away. (She has sorted the folded laundry into two

stacks, one of which she gives to CALEB.) You put these

in our room, and I’ll take the rest to Papa’s room.

CALEB. Okay. (As they leave.) Anna, maybe if you re-

member her songs, then I might remember her, too.

(They exit UL.)

ADULT ANNA. In my heart I had forgiven Caleb. I knew

it was not his fault that Mama had died. But I hadn’t

forgiven myself for not saying good night to her. The

truth is, on that particular night I hadn’t wanted to. It

would be a long time before I got over it.

(JACOB enters from DL carrying a newspaper.)

JACOB. Children!

ADULT ANNA. A week or so after the Nordstroms were

at the farm, Papa called Caleb and me together for an

important announcement. (She exits.)

JACOB. Anna, Caleb. Gather ‘round. I have something to

tell you.

(ANNA and CALEB enter from UL.)

ANNA. Yes, Papa?

CALEB. What is it, Papa?

JACOB. I’ve placed an advertisement in several newspa-

pers. For help.

ANNA. You mean a housekeeper?
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PRODUCTION NOTES

CASTING

Minor Characters

The actor playing Judson Moffet may also perform the

other minor roles. Or those roles may be assigned to 1-6

additional actors. While most, if not all, of the minor

characters would likely have been male in the early

1900s, gender-blind casting is appropriate when neces-

sary, hence the listing of alternate female names on the

cast of characters page.

Cutting the Cast Size to Ten

While a cast of 12 is considered to be the optimal mini-

mum, it is possible to bring the cast size down to 10

with doubling. In that case one actor would play the 7

minor characters while another actor would play both

Matthew and William. One actress would portray both

Maggie and Meg, thus making a cast of 4m and 6w.

In order to allow time for adequate costume changes for

the actors who are doubling, four minor script modifica-

tions are necessary. The scenes and suggested alterations

are as follows:

(1) Matthew and Maggie’s entrance immediately prior to

Sarah’s arrival at the farm. The four children, who are

on stage, may improvise a brief game of tag or

hide-and-go-seek until Matthew and Maggie enter.

(2) Sarah and Maggie’s entrance to shell peas. The four

children enter before Sarah and Maggie. They carry

chore items such as buckets, egg baskets, small garden-

ing tools, etc., and argue about who has the hardest

chore. They then exit UR as Sarah and Maggie enter.

© The Dramatic Publishing Company, Woodstock, Illinois



(3) The entrance of Anna, Caleb, Sarah and the Nordstroms

to prepare for the picnic. Matthew and Maggie do not

enter with the others. The children will make two or

three trips between the yard and the house with picnic

items as directed by Sarah. Matthew and Maggie enter,

when ready, on their first lines of the scene.

(4) Adult Anna’s speech at the end of the play. Adult Anna

will omit the line, “And even though Sarah’s brother,

William, and sister-in-law, Meg, couldn’t make the long

trip, they promised to sit in their own church in Maine

during the exact hour of the wedding.” William and Meg

will not appear in the final wedding tableau.

MUSIC

The four songs in the play will most likely be sung a

cappella; however, it would be appropriate, if desired,

for Sarah to carry a pitch pipe. If the actress portraying

Sarah can play a guitar, that instrument may be added to

the luggage she carries to Kansas and used to accom-

pany the three songs she sings. Three of the four songs

in the play are in public domain. The fourth, “Nature’s

Song,” written by the playwright, is under copyright and

may be performed only in conjunction with the play.

Rights for other uses of the song require express permis-

sion of Dramatic Publishing.

STAGING OF ADULT ANNA’S ENTRANCES

There are no specific directions in the script regarding the

locales of Adult Anna’s entrances and exits. They should

vary among the four designated entrance areas in the in-

terest of stage balance. At times, she may enter and exit

from the same locale—at others, she may enter at one

locale and exit at another.
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