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- War j@/m Brown a Hlero? -

On the night of October 16, 1859, John Brown
and 21 armed followers took control of the
U.S. arsenal and rifle works at Harpers Ferry,
Virginia. They killed several people and took
some others hostage. Their goal seems to have
been to spark an uprising of slaves in the area
and, possibly, a more general rebellion to end
slavery throughout the South.

The uprising collapsed in less than two days.
No slave revolt took place. Instead, citizens,
local militia, and U.S. forces led by Coionel
Robert E. Lee quickly subdued the rebels,
killing 10 of them and capturing Brown and
six others. The rest escaped. A few slaves and
free blacks in the area also may have taken part
in the uprising. John Brown was quickly tried
and convicted of treason, murder, and inciting
slave rebellion. He was executed by hanging on
December 2, 1859.

If not for the loss of life, the raid would be
laughable as a botched attempt to start a civil
war. It might have been quickly forgotten,
except that the actual U.S. Civil War did break
out just over a year later. And, in the view of
most Americans at the time, John Brown'’s raid
helped make that war all but unavoidable.

John Brown was born in 1800 into a deeply
religious family where he was taught from
an early age to hate slavery. He was active
in the fight against slavery long before the
Harpers Ferry raid. For example, in 1855 he
went to the Kansas Territory to aid “free-state”
settlers who were fighting pro-slavery forces
there. In one of his raids, five pro-slavery
men were executed in revenge after pro-
slavery forces sacked and burned Lawrence,
the Kansas free-staters’ capital.

No one can question John Brown’s idealism or
his willingness to sacrifice for his cause. He
had lost one son in the fighting in Kansas, and
he lost two more at Harpers Ferry. As he told
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the court in December 1859, when he was
about to be sentenced to death:

Now, if it is deemed necessary that |
should forfeit my life, for the furtherance
of the ends of justice, and mingle my
blood further with the blood of my
children, and with the blood of millions
in this slave country, whose rights are
disregarded by wicked, cruel, and unjust
enactments, | say let it be done.

By 1859, the workings of the Fugitive Slave law,
the bloody conflicts in Kansas, the Supreme
Court’s Dred Scott decision, and violence on
the floor of the U.S. Senate had already raised
levels of anger and fear to the boiling point.
Reactions to the Harpers Ferry raid varied
greatly. Yet overall, they only added to the deep
and bitter divide over slavery.

The South united in outrage at what it saw as
a threat not just to its property in slaves but
to the lives of many citizens. After all, Brown
had stored more than a thousand weapons
near Harpers Ferry, and he encouraged the
slaves among his hostages to join him. His
group had earlier written their own constitution
and formed a preliminary government. Their
plan seems to have been to escape to the
mountains to launch a long guerrilla war.

Reaction in the North was more varied. Some
considered Brown an insane fanatic. Others
admired his ideals and aims but rejected his
use of violence. Finally, some abolitionists saw
him as an inspired martyr who brought the day
of liberation for the slaves closer. Once the
vastly greater violence of the Civil War began,
this last view came to be held much more
widely in the North.

Was Brown a hero or just a nineteenth century
terrorist? Did he help to free the slaves, or did
he end all hope of doing so peacefully? Perhaps
these documents will help you decide.




