Chapter 15 – Section 2 
A Nation Dividing


NARRATOR: JOHN BROWN WAS THE FIRST WHITE ABOLITIONIST TO ADVOCATE AND PRACTICE REBELLION AS A MEANS TO ABOLISH SLAVERY. HE HAS BEEN CALLED “THE MOST CONTROVERSIAL OF ALL 19TH CENTURY AMERICANS.”

BELIEVING THAT GOD CALLED HIM TO ACTION, BROWN FIRST GAINED NATIONAL ATTENTION LEADING A BAND OF RADICAL ABOLITIONISTS IN THE “BLEEDING KANSAS” CRISIS. BROWN CAUSED AN UPROAR IN THE TERRITORY WHEN HE KILLED FIVE PRO-SLAVERY SOUTHERNERS AT THE POTTAWATOMIE MASSACRE IN MAY 1856.

BUT BROWN’S MOST FAMOUS DEED TOOK PLACE ON OCTOBER 16, 1859 WHEN HE LED A RAID ON HARPERS FERRY, VIRGINIA, NOW IN PRESENT DAY WEST VIRGINIA. 

HIS INTENTION WAS TO SEIZE THE FEDERAL ARSENAL THERE, ARM ENSLAVED PEOPLE WITH THE CAPTURED WEAPONS AND LEAD A MASS UPRISING.

MORE THAN A YEAR IN THE PLANNING AND WITH FINANCIAL BACKING FROM NORTHERN ABOLITIONISTS, BROWN LED A FORCE OF 21 MEN TO CARRY OUT HIS MISSION. AMONG THEM WERE TWO OF HIS SONS AND FIVE AFRICAN AMERICANS, INCLUDING FREED AND FUGITIVE SLAVES. 

AT HARPERS FERRY, BROWN SEIZED THE ARSENAL, KILLING SEVEN PEOPLE AND INJURING ABOUT TEN. BUT WITHIN THIRTY-SIX HOURS ALL OF HIS MEN WERE EITHER KILLED OR CAPTURED BY LOCAL FARMERS, MILITIAMEN AND MARINES LED BY LT. COL. ROBERT E. LEE, THEN A U.S. ARMY OFFICER. 

BROWN WAS TRIED FOR TREASON BY THE STATE OF VIRGINIA, FOUND GUILTY AND SENTENCED TO DEATH. HE WAS HANGED ON DECEMBER 2, 1859. 

THOUGH HIS RAID DIDN’T SUCCEED IN STARTING A SLAVE INSURRECTION, JOHN BROWN, EVEN IN DEATH, STIRRED PASSIONS THROUGHOUT THE NATION AS IT MOVED CLOSER TO CIVIL WAR. DURING THE CONFLICT, THE SONG JOHN BROWN’S BODY EVOLVED INTO THE UNION MARCHING SONG, THE BATTLE HYMN OF THE REPUBLIC. 

MORE THAN A CENTURY AND HALF AFTER HIS HISTORIC RAID, BROWN REMAINS A CONTROVERSIAL FIGURE. SOME CONDEMN HIM AS A TERRORIST WHILE OTHERS HAIL HIM AS AN INSPIRATION FOR THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT. HIS TRUTH, INDEED, GOES MARCHING ON…
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