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John Brown

Maryland

Antietam Campaign,  
Booth escape, Baltimore 
and more,  
see pages 3–7

Virginia

Overland and Peninsula  
Campaigns, Lee’s Retreat, 
and more,  
see pages 31–46

North Carolina

Battlefields and sites 
including Fort Fisher,  
Bentonville 
see page 16–23

West Virginia

1861 in the mountains,  
John Brown’s Raid  
and more,  
see pages 10–15

south Carolina

Fort sumter, sherman's 
Campaign, more,  
see pages 24–27

Pennsylvania

Gettysburg campaign and 
battle, National Museum,  
see page 8–9

By Dennis E. Frye

Mention the name, and your heart 
begins to pound.

John Brown. . . . 
John Brown? Why would two com-

mon words, and a name listed thousands 
of times in the country’s phone books, 
raise your blood pressure? He’s no actor. 
He’s no president. Who is John Brown?

Step back 150 years. Every American 
knew of John Brown. From parlors to 
pantries. From barrooms to boardrooms. 
From your house to statehouse. From 
neighborhood hill to Capitol Hill. Every-
one whispered John Brown.

Remember how you felt on Sept. 11, 
2001? Pause for a moment. Your Ameri-
can ancestors felt similar emotions in 
1859.

“Americans who read their newspa-
pers shuddered not only with horror, 
but with awe,” exclaimed one editor. “A 
wave of panic swept across the South, 
and of something not unlike panic across 
the North.”

What, exactly, had created this terror? 
John Brown had launched war. A war 
within America. A war against America. 
A war pitting Americans against Ameri-
cans. A war over American slavery.

Slavery was legal in the United States. 
The Founding Fathers had failed to abol-
ish it in the Constitution, and Jefferson’s 
“all men are created equal” did not apply 
to the more than 4 million African-Ameri-
can slaves in the Southern states.

John Brown hated slavery. His emo-
tion intensified into radical and violent 
abolition. Offended by the American 
laws that protected and perpetuated slav-

ery, and impatient with the incessant 
political debate over “the peculiar institu-
tion,” Brown determined to take action. 
Claiming that God had chosen him to 
eradicate slavery from American soil, 
Brown launched war.

“There will be no more peace in this 
land until slavery is done for!” Brown 
angrily proclaimed.

The first target of John Brown’s war 

– Harpers Ferry, [West] Virginia, and its 
United States Armory and Arsenal.

More than 100,000 rifles and muskets 
were stored at Harpers Ferry, the largest 
arsenal in the South. Brown intended to 
seize weapons here, then move into the 
Appalachian and Blue Ridge mountains. 
He would arm combatants, including 
slaves, in his plan to secure freedom. By 
attacking in Virginia, the largest slave-

holding state, Brown was stabbing at 
slavery’s heart. Brown fully expected to 
create psychological terror and econom-
ic panic for Southern slave owners. Noth-
ing frightened Southerners more than the 
prospect of slave insurrection.

Oct. 16, 1859 – Brown attacked. 
He captured the unguarded and unsus-
pecting armory and arsenal without a 
shot. Fourteen hours later, he and his 
18 “insurgents” were surrounded and 
trapped. A day and half into John Brown’s 
War, Robert E. Lee and United States 
Marines wounded and captured “Captain 
Brown.”

John Brown’s war was over. . . or just 
beginning. 

Now a prisoner, and stripped of his 
sword, Brown found new opportunity in 
preaching his word. “I think . . . you are 
guilty of a great wrong against God and 
humanity,” he chastised his captors. “I 
pity the poor in bondage that have none 
to help them; that is why I am here.”

The sinner, for Southerners, was John 
Brown. 

Brown could not be tolerated. He 

Related events

Dozens of events throughout the 
year highlight the history of John 
Brown's Raid including frequent 
walking tours at the Harpers Ferry 
National Historical Park. See www.
nps.gov/hafe and www.johnbrown-
raid.org for more information. Watch 
for a Civil War Tours audio podcast 
of the Raid coming this summer on 
CivilWarTraveler.com/audio.

“I, John Brown, am now quite certain,  
that the crimes of this guilty land,  

will never be purged away, but with blood."

John Brown

150 Years After the Raid
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