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Amer ica’s co lo nial era is a won der fully rich, re mark ably 
con tra dic tory pe riod of his tory. We Amer i cans gen er ally
in sist on a ro man tic in ter pre ta tion of it. We main tain a
stub born be lief in the pre dom i nance of the he roic co lo nial
fig ure, as though the streets were filled with gal lop ing Paul 
Re veres, the for ests felled by phi los o pher-ar chi tects like
Thomas Jef fer son. There is no de ny ing it was a time of
heroes, and we are en ti tled to our leg ends. But a leg end, by 
def i ni tion, is as much fic tion as fact. I sus pect life in the
New World was a se ri ously gritty af fair for the ma jor ity of
col o nists never des tined to make it to Mount Rushmore. Or 
into the his tory books.

Which brings me to Tom Walker. The Tom of my play
is a de cid edly un he roic fig ure, an early co lo nial un der -
achiever whose tal ent is fid dle mu sic and tav erns, not state -
craft. If he is art ful at any thing, it is the avoid ance of phys -
i cal la bor. He is sus cep ti ble, though, to dreams and greed,
noted char ac ter is tics of his time and place. And to su per sti -
tion. When he is ap proached by the devil, he is not too ter -
ri bly sur prised. In post-Pu ri tan New Eng land circa 1730,
the devil was as much a part of the land scape as pine trees
and gran ite boul ders. That he walked the roads of the col o -
nies was ac cepted as likely by many early Amer i cans, al -
though pre sum ably they hoped to avoid the trauma of a
face-to-face con fron ta tion.

There is also a re veal ing com men tary in the lit er a ture
and draw ings of the day. The Co lo nial-era devil was fre -
quently de picted as a black man. This play ex plores some -
thing of that re al ity, too.

The sell ing of one’s soul to the devil is a tale that be -
longs to nu mer ous world cul tures, but few were as fond of
it as the early Amer i cans (the Tom of this play, at least in
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the first act, is bor rowed from a sketch by Wash ing ton Irv -
ing). One sus pects a rea son for the fond ness. Tom Walker,
in the course of his de scent and re birth, stum bles through
some of the rea sons. Am bi tion bor der ing on des per a tion.
Ram pant spec u la tion in land, money and hu man be ings. In
New Eng land, a gov ern ment-sanc tioned re li gious fun da -
men tal ism that ex cluded, some times vi o lently, Jews, Cath o -
lics, Quak ers and oth ers. A prom i nent sub cul ture of in den -
tured ser vants, many of them chil dren work ing in ap pall ing 
con di tions. A grow ing trade in Af ri can slaves af ter de cades 
of en thu si as tic par tic i pa tion in the tri an gu lar com merce that 
drove the slave trade. A shrink ing In dian pop u la tion whose 
ranks had been dec i mated by the Eu ro pe ans’ cor nu co pia of
in fec tious dis ease. Add to this an un ex plored ex panse of
for est pri me val where woolly mam moths were ru mored to
lurk and it is not hard to imag ine the co lo nial sleep be ing
fre quently dis turbed by bad dreams.

A fair amount of soul-sell ing went into the build ing of
this coun try. Even the heroes walked in the mud. Their leg -
ends, though—and our his to ries—tend to fic tion al ize this
fact away. But the for got ten are use ful wit nesses too. The
ones on the wrong end of the whip, the dev ils and their
dupes. Men like Tom Walker.

— John Strand
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I wish to ex press my grat i tude for the sup port and en -
cour age ment of the many peo ple who helped get this play
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Stage; Steve Samuels, ar tis tic as so ci ate, Arena Stage; Jerry
Patch, dramaturg, South Coast Rep er tory; Kyle Don nel ly,
di rec tor; the tal ented cast and crew of the pre miere pro duc -
tion at Arena; and all the mem bers of the very spe cial
Arena Stage team.

Spe cial thanks to South Coast Rep er tory and its Pa cific
Play wrights Fes ti val where ini tial de vel op ment of this play
took place June 21-25, 2000, with Kyle Don nel ly di rect ing.

— JS
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Tom Walker was com mis sioned by Arena Stage, Wash -
ing ton, D.C. It pre miered there on the Fichandler Stage on
Feb ru ary 2, 2001, di rected by Kyle Don nel ly and in clud ing 
the fol low ing art ists:

CAST

Tom Walker . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . JOHN GLOVER
Woods man/Lucius . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . WENDELL WRIGHT
Cora . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . MARGARET LAURENA KEMP
Rose Walker, En sem ble . . . . . . . . . . . . . . KATE BUDDEKE
Bob Jenkin, En sem ble . . . . . . . . . . . . . . J. FRED SHIFFMAN
Widow Baine, En sem ble . . . . . . . . . . . MAR THA HACKETT

PRO DUC TION STAFF

Set . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . THOMAS LYNCH
Cos tumes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . LINDSAY W. DA VIS
Lighting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . NANCY SCHERTLER
Orig i nal Mu sic and Sound . . . . . . . . . . DON ALD DiNICOLA
Stage Man ager . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . SU SAN R. WHITE
Voice and Di a lect Con sul tant . . . . . . . . . . . LYNN WAT SON
Fight Cho re og ra phy . . . . . . . . MI CHAEL JEROME JOHN SON
Dance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . VIR GINIA FREE MAN
Dramaturg . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . CATHY MAD I SON
Tech ni cal Di rec tor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . JIM GLENDINNING
As sis tant Di rec tor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . JOHN WEINSTEIN
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TOM WALKER

A play in two acts
For 3 men and 3 women

PRIN CI PLE CHAR AC TERS (in or der of ap pear ance)

CORA, a young black woman known as the devil’s daugh ter, teens
TOM WALKER, a fid dler of in suf fi cient means, 30
ROSE WALKER, his wife, a shrew, 30
BOB JENKIN, as so ci ate and drink ing part ner to Tom, 30s
WOODS MAN, a black man also known as the devil and later as:
LUCIUS, 40s
WIDOW BAINE, 30s

AD DI TIONAL CHAR AC TERS (in or der of ap pear ance)

FIRST POOR SOUL
SEC OND POOR SOUL
THIRD POOR SOUL
A PHY SI CIAN
MAN, em ployed by the devil
SHIP’S OF FICER
SEA MAN
OLD SALT
FU GI TIVE 1
FU GI TIVE 2
FU GI TIVE 3
RIGGS, a usu rer

PLACE: In and around Boston in the Mas sa chu setts col ony.
TIME: Circa 1730.

Sin gle set/mul ti ple lo ca tions
Run ning time: 100 min utes
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ACT ONE

SCENE: A town out side Boston, the Mas sa chu setts col ony,
1727.

The stage in dark ness. A flame ap pears, then the lights
rise slowly on a child: CORA, a black girl about 14. She 
raises a bowl above her head as in of fer ing; the bowl
con tains the flame.

CORA.
Arise ye dead ones, tell the story,
Truthful clear as it may be.
Descend ye Spirits come before me.
Shine thy light that we may see.

(She low ers the bowl to the ground. A pause. Then she
lifts her head. As the scary sto ry teller.)

The devil, they say, had two and twenty daughters, all’s
dark as me. We was scorched black in the fires of hell
and sent here to do his evil bidding! (A beat. As herself,
calmly defiant.) ’Twas a lie. There were but twelve of
us… Though it matter not: the truth will earn thee little
profit when lies be the currency of the day—my Papa
taught me that. I am the devil’s daughter, then. The good 
Christians of Boston town gave me no blessing, but a

11
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stone in my back, or set the dogs after me. Though it
were not me they feared: he taught me that, too. ’Twas
the darkness—of long winter nights and endless deep
forests and their own covetous hearts… Hear me, then. I 
would set straight the record—of a time and place, and a 
battle that was fought against the darkness there. For lies 
and legends as weeds do grow, wildly and in every
wrong place, to strangle truth. This new land were never 
no paradise. Every ancient vice lay in the very soil, and
men hurried to the harvest of them. I know. I lent my
hand to the effort. And Satan my father—he had as
much of God in him as other men. More, would I say,
than some. For the devil dwells in every human heart
and doth battle for advantage. And he has it—over the
weak and frightened who bargain out of greed, then seek 
to escape the contract. Men like Tom Walker. (Lights
rise on TOM, at home, tuning his fiddle.) Simple in his
desires, which most concern his own comfort. Slow to
anger, slower still to forgive, passing honest if someone
is watching. A lover of taverns and tankards of ale—and 
music. (TOM plays a few cheerful notes.) No man in all
Massachusetts colony hates laboring more. (TOM plays
a few tragic notes.) Long would be his journey, and far
his fall. The year of our Lord, one thousand seven
hundred and twenty-seven. Who was it brought Tom
Walker to ruin?—if ruin it may be called. Before he met 
Lucifer, his life had little of heaven, surely. For poor
Tom Walker had long ago met a devil of his own—and
been fool enough to marry her…

(En ter ROSE, TOM’s wife: a hard-edged woman who
ap pears to be more than an even match for her hus band. 

12 TOM WALKER Act I
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TOM takes the pre cau tion of un shoul der ing his in stru -
ment, and re main ing a safe dis tance away.)

ROSE. O! Sloth ful, scav eng ing, scab-souled sin ner! Never
was born a more sneak ing, sniv el ing, swamp-dwell ing
dog of a man! It’s gone, and you took it.

TOM. Rose, I’ll not have you talk to me like that.
ROSE. I’ll talk to you with clay pots, I will!
TOM. You’ll not.
ROSE. I’ll knock loose what tiny brain God gave ye, till it

roll out your ear, be ing no more the size of a bean! The
sil ver tea pot!

TOM. Which did us no good—
ROSE. Given me by my dead mother!
TOM. She’ll sip no tea where she is, though she have

plenty of flame for hot wa ter.
ROSE. It was mine!
TOM. What has a wife that is not her hus band’s?
ROSE. Honor and wit, dis hon or able fool!
TOM. Peace, woman. I got a good price for the ugly old

relic.
ROSE. Then hand me the money.
TOM. I’ve none of it yet.
ROSE. No, nor ever will, I wager.
TOM. Ha! You’ll see. I know how to bar gain. What would 

you say to three fat pigs, Rose Walker?
ROSE. “Be gone,” I’d say, “for I’ve one stu pid ass in my

house as it is.”
TOM. I’ll have ba con and hams from one, an other I’ll fat -

ten and sell to mar ket—
ROSE. Fat ten with what, I ask thee? You’ve a horse and a

wife you can’t feed now!

Act I TOM WALKER 13
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TOM. No. Nor mount nei ther, so black-tem pered are they
both!

ROSE. Aye. For both know the rider as un skilled—and un -
washed, too.

TOM (wounded). Now that’s un fair, Rose.
ROSE. On which count? And who’ll build the sty, I’d like

to know?
TOM. My self.
ROSE. You, who can’t keep this house from fall ing down

’round our ears?
TOM. I’ve been too busy for la bor ing.
ROSE. Busy at what?
TOM (an at tempt at hu mor). Trading the sil ver you hide

from me.
ROSE. Hide with good rea son—though not well enough.

And where are these mag nif i cent pigs, sir?
TOM. In the fu ture.
ROSE. In the fu ture.
TOM. I now own half the next lit ter of Rob ert Jenkin’s

sow, Flora.
ROSE. That an cient piece of meat!?
TOM. She’s a youth ful pig.
ROSE. She’s older than you—and smarter too, I’ll wager!
TOM. He’ll mate her come spring, says Jenkin.
ROSE. O! Thou son of a bitch! You’ve sold my mother’s

sil ver for the prom ise of a pig!
TOM. Now Rose…
ROSE (throw ing things at him). Get out!
TOM (dodg ing her pro jec tiles).You’ll stop that, Rose.
ROSE. Out!
TOM. I am mas ter of this do mi cile.
ROSE. Get out, you wit less slug, get out!

14 TOM WALKER Act I
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(TOM is driven from the house. Lights down on ROSE,
who ex its. TOM takes a stance, left, and ges tures in si -
lent, fum ing rage, a kind of co lo nial Tai Chi of an gry
frus tra tion. CORA hov ers nearby.)

CORA. An age of great men and their great achieve ments.
What, pray, did Tom achieve? Near star va tion.

TOM. O for one damn mouth ful of ba con…
CORA. Pov erty.
TOM. Shoes you call these? Plow horses are better shod

than Tom Walker…
CORA. Hu mil i a tion.
TOM. I’ll let no one talk to me like that, I won’t…
CORA. With out even the balm of re li gion to salve his

wounds.
TOM. Damn this life, damn it all to hell—and damn

heaven too, damn it!
CORA. He was jeal ous of the well-to-do, and bit ter at how

well they did it.
TOM. Char la tans and thieves! that hide be hind a “God-be-

 with-you, sir”! Well, let God be by him self, un less he
have two shil lings for a tan kard of ale and a pipe of to -
bacco. Oh, and that’s a mon strous large house you’ve
built your self, Squire. But if you was forced to sub tract
one brick for each of your bald lies and your foul de cep -
tions, there’d be noth ing left but your cham ber pot, God
be with you, sir! Oh, and I pray—I do!—for the chance
to burn such a house to the ground, and let me die ful -
filled!

CORA. To be fair to Tom—
TOM. Who is ever fair to Tom, pray?

Act I TOM WALKER 15
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CORA. —in his last and only paid em ploy ment, he had a
rough time of it.

TOM. “Rough time”? It near killed me dead.
CORA. Urged by his wife—
TOM. Tor mented.
CORA. Tor mented by his wife to find a job, Tom took his

only of fer and be came…
TOM. A soul driver. Heaven and hell for give me.

(Three POOR SOULS ap pear, chained to gether, look ing
very much beaten down by fate.)

CORA. White la bor ers fresh off the boat.
TOM. Redemptioners they be called—
FIRST POOR SOUL. Slaves.
SEC OND POOR SOUL. Slaves, sir.
TOM. Though slaves is the truer word. Some of ’em but

chil dren, half na ked and starv ing and sick…
CORA. Tom’s job was to herd these souls from town to

vil lage—
TOM. And keep ’em from run ning off in the night—
FIRST POOR SOUL. Please, Mr. Walker, sir—
SEC OND POOR SOUL. Since Sunday last—no bite of

noth ing.
CORA. Then sell them in town square for the best price.

Plus com mis sion.
TOM. And I got the worst of the lot. The ones who failed

to sell on the docks. (To an imag i nary as sem bly in some 
town square.) Good men of this fair town of, uh—
(Aside, to one of the SOULS.) What town is it, again?

THIRD POOR SOUL (too loudly, as if a mad man). I can
herd sheep, Mr. Walker!

16 TOM WALKER Act I
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TOM (to the as sem bly). What am I bid on these fine la bor -
ers, gen tle men? The pick of the lot, sirs, straight from
Boston Har bor. No con sump tion— (some cough ing and
itch ing from the SOULS) —no lice nor worms, no lame -
ness, no dis tem per of any sort—

THIRD POOR SOUL (same again). I can herd sheep, Mr.
Walker!

TOM. Will no one bid, sirs? Strong and sup ple they are,
like young pine trees, ev ery one—

(The SEC OND POOR SOUL faints, the two oth ers fall
as well. A beat.)

TOM. Oh damn it all…
CORA. Tom de spised it, ev ery min ute. It trou bled his

dreams for months on end.

(The FIRST POOR SOUL grabs at TOM, as if to ap peal
to him.)

TOM. Someone’ll take you. You’ll la bor twelve or four -
teen years, if you’ve no ad di tional time for poor be hav -
ior, and then you’re set free.

FIRST POOR SOUL. Let us go.
TOM. I’ve not the right.
SEC OND POOR SOUL. Mercy, Mr. Walker.
FIRST POOR SOUL. You’ve a heart, sir, do you not?

(A beat. TOM turns his back on them.)

TOM. You es caped in the night. Go on, then. Be gone, the
lot of ye! (Exit the POOR SOULS. To CORA.) Cursed

Act I TOM WALKER 17
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souls. What fool would sell his free dom for pas sage on a 
ship, I ask you.

CORA. Tom Walker, it seems, had a softer heart than he
let on.

TOM. Ah, what’s soft is my head. Soul driver. I’d not
thought to sink so low in life. And what’s worse, I never 
made a far thing at it… Hun ger and want—it grinds a
man down. Is it too much to be freed of want? I’ve but
sim ple de sires. Do I suf fer from am bi tion, like my
neigh bors?

CORA. No.
TOM. No. Do I ask for in crease and land and sacks of

coin, like the rest of ’em?
CORA. No.
TOM. No. (Gloomily.) For it’ll not be granted me.
CORA. Aye, the world owed Tom Walker a debt, as he

saw it. But he could not get the world to pay up. So he
schemed—an other among the many of his time and
place. He did his best schem ing un der the sign of the
Blue Ball.

(She hands him a tan kard of ale. Sounds of an ale -
house—laugh ter, shouts; fid dle mu sic. BOB Jenkin ap -
pears, well oiled with rum, his near-con stant state of be -
ing. BOB speaks in an un de ci pher able lan guage rarely
heard be fore or since.)

TOM. Hear me on this now, Bob Jenkin. An hon est profit,
not a stone’s throw from where we sit. At the docks,
Bob. Meat on the hoof. Good suc cu lent meat, and what
do they do with it? They toss it in a pit for the gulls and

18 TOM WALKER Act I
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crows! Just be cause the poor beast passed away in ocean 
tran sit.

BOB (un in tel li gi bly). [Oh no, says I—that’s waste ful,
Tom!]

TOM. I hear you clear on that, Bob—full waste ful it is. So
there sits a free sup ply of cat tle.

BOB. [And no need to slaugh ter ’em, Tom.]
TOM. No need to slaugh ter ’em, Bob, as you say. The kill -

ing part’s done for ye by the beast it self!
BOB. [But Tom. Won’t the meat look a bit sickly?]
TOM. Good point, Bob. The meat may look a bit sickly,

aye. (He pon ders it.)
BOB. [Tinc ture!]
TOM. Tinc ture, Bob! Right you are! A drop of color and

who’d be the wiser, man? There’s money in the butch er -
ing trade if you go at it right. Can’t you see it,
Bob—“Walker and Jenkin: Pur veyors of Fresh Meat to
the Up per Classes of Mas sa chu setts Bay Col ony.”

BOB. [O! and you’re a rare ge nius, Tom.]
TOM. That’s a lovely thing to say, Bob. You’ve al ways

had a way with words, you have. (A beat. Holding out
his empty tan kard.) Uh, Bob? As I’m a bit light in coin -
age at pres ent— Could you not get this next one? (But
BOB is al ready stum bling off.) Bob?… And where are
those damn pigs, Bob?

(BOB ex its, un in tel li gi bly. CORA ap pears.)

CORA. Tom re turned late to home on the nights he both -
ered to re turn at all, and had the greet ing he earned.

(Lights change. ROSE ap pears in night clothes.)

Act I TOM WALKER 19

© The Dramatic Publishing Company, Woodstock, Illinois



ROSE. Sodden, staggering, swill-sucking sot of a man,
you’re home.

TOM. And what a joy it is, madam.
ROSE. I’ll not bother to ask where you’ve been.
TOM. Busi ness meet ing.
ROSE. Is it so, Squire?

(TOM turns his back, pre pares to uri nate in a pot.)

TOM. May’nt I re lieve my self in peace?

(ROSE swoops in, grabs the pot.)

ROSE. For the leaky roof you’re too use less to stop up.
(Exit ROSE.)

TOM (af ter a beat, as it dawns on him). I’ve not a pot to
piss in!

CORA. It was early spring of that year—when the pes si -
mist is most re sent ful of the gen eral cheer around him— 
that Tom Walker had the en coun ter. He had taken the
long way home that af ter noon—

TOM. I’m in no hurry to do bat tle with that harpie—
CORA. —through a gloomy, dark and life less swamp. It

was a place of leg end and ill-omen, once the site of an
In dian fort—

TOM. Be fore our Chris tian an ces tors slaugh tered them all
for their land, the women and chil dren too.

CORA. The mourn ful spirit of the place matched Tom’s
mood, and he sat and dug at the muck with a stick,
think ing…

TOM. Of heaven’s vast in dif fer ence.
CORA. And?

20 TOM WALKER Act I
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