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Musical is a tribute to slave who boxed clever
Mike Wade
August 6 2018, 12:01am, The Times

“…Compelling…Bold…Wonderfully written and portrayed…mix of opera,
spirituals, gospel, R&B, blue-grass and traditional musical theater numbers
altogether! Not a glitzy reminder of Hamilton…Rooted in authentic African-
American history and music! Great songs, big cast…commanding lead…”Full Article (click here)
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/edinburgh-theatre-review-henry-box-brown-at-the-assembly-rooms-qkkdn8hmk

Henry Box Brown was nailed into a
wooden box and thrown on to a mail
train heading to the northern Union
states.

As a boy growing up in New York
City, Ben Harney was cared for by his
great-grandmother Laura Scott
McCoy, the daughter of a slave.

More than 50 years later Harney, a Tony-award winning actor and director, has arrived
in Edinburgh with Henry Box Brown, a musical built around the true story of a slave who

successfully posted himself to freedom in the 1850s.

After suffering a lifetime’s cruelty in Virginia, Mr
Brown’s forced separation from his wife and children
finally drove him to a desperate plan. He had himself
nailed into a wooden box and thrown on to a mail train
heading to the northern Union states.

Fringe audiences should not arrive expecting a glitzy
reminder of Hamilton, the hit West End hip-hop
musical that tells the story of one of America’s
founding fathers. Henry Box Brown is rooted in
authentic African-American history and music.

Cast members at Edinburgh’s
statue of Lincoln, the US
president who issued the 1863
Emancipation Proclamation
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“The lady I regarded as a mother figure was the daughter of a slave,” Harney said. “She
was born in 1890. In a child’s mind, especially

in the civil rights America of the time, it didn’t feel like it was a hundred years since the
Emancipation Proclamation had been signed. When someone you love is part of that
history, it’s vibrant, it’s part of your life.”

The story is compelling enough, but the show is remarkable in another way: it already has
the support of some of theatre land’s hit-makers. Jack Lenz, its musical co-director, was
nominated for an Oscar for the score of The Passion of the Christ. With a book of great
songs, a big cast and in Paul Gee, a commanding lead, the musical has secured a 25-date
US tour from November. It also has the financial backing of New York theatre
promoters, including Barbara Manocherian, the producer of 20 Broadway shows such
as Hair and Evita.

Originally conceived by its writer, Mehr Mansuri, for the Children’s Theatre Company in
New York, Henry Box Brown has gradually transformed into this bolder project. In 2008,
Lenz — a friend of Mansuri’s — made a CD of songs from the show, telling her: “You
shouldn’t even think of doing this just with kids.”

Mansuri, whose Baha'i family fled Iran in the 1970s, continued to develop a children’s
production, however, determined “to show African-American kids in public schools there
were musicals about them”. The momentum changed last year. Mr Harney saw a
production of Henry Box Brown and was so impressed that he helped to stage it again in a
large New York church. The comedian Omid Djalili, who also has a Bahai background,
was invited to the production and has helped to set up the Edinburgh run.

Harney believes that for all the musical’s roots in Afro-American experience, it speaks to
a much broader contemporary audience. Some of the most shocking scenes, where
children are separated from their parents and sent away, are jarringly familiar. Harney is
appalled by the treatment of refugee families at the US border under President Trump.

“I couldn’t escape that it was a really significant piece about what was happening in the
world, in so many ways,” he said. “The polarisation of America is no secret. We need
stories that are true, American, and resonate across the globe . . . The issues are right
there, right now, just as they were back then. It’s a horrible realisation.”

Henry Box Brown is on at the Assembly Rooms, Edinburgh, until August 26


