
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lesson Plan: Investigating John Brown’s Raid 

 

 

 

 

 

• Student Handout 1: KWL Chart  

• Student Handout 2: John Brown Images 

• Student Handout 3: Broadside Image 

• Student Handout 4: Questions  

 

 





 


Student Handout 1 


 Investigating John Brown 


Name:___________________________________________ 


     John Brown's Raid      
  


K 


What I KNOW 


W 


What I WANT to 


Know 


L 


What I LEARNED 


      


 








Investigating John Brown 


 


 “Harper’s Ferry—The Scene Of The Late Insurrections,” Harper’s Weekly, October 29, 1859, Photographic Collection, Library of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia. 







Investigating John Brown 


 


   Porte Crayon, “The School-House in the Mountains, Used by Brown as an Arsenal,” Harper’s Weekly, November 12, 1859.   


 Photographic Collection, Library of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia. 







Investigating John Brown 


 


                          “U. S. Marines Storming Engine House at Harper’s Ferry,” Frank Leslie’s Weekly, October 29, 1859.                                           


Photographic Collection, Library of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia. 







Investigating John Brown 


 


Porte Crayon, “The arraignment of John Brown and the other prisoners before Judge Parker,” Harper’s Weekly, November 12, 1859. Photographic Collection, Library of 


Virginia, Richmond, Virginia. 
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   “John Brown’s Raid: The Guard-room, with Wounded Prisoners in same,” Harper’s Weekly, November 5, 1859.    


 Photographic Collection, Library of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia. 
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 John Brown, his son, and another of the Outlaws awaiting examination,” Harper’s Weekly, November 5, 1859. Photographic Collection, Library of Virginia, 


Richmond, Virginia. 
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"Treason" Broadside, 1859 November 4. Virginia Governor (1856–1859: Wise). Executive Papers of Governor Henry A. Wise, 1856–1859. Accession 36710. State 


Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia. 








 


Student Handout 4 


 Investigating John Brown 


Name:___________________________________________ 


Complete the following questions about the broadside. 


 


1. What does the word "treason" mean? 


 


 


 


 


 


 


2. John Brown was convicted of treason. Do you think his actions were treasonous? 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


3. What does the word “martyr” mean? 


 


 


 


 


 


 


5. Do you think John Brown should be thought of as a martyr? Why or why not? 
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Lesson Plan: Investigating John Brown’s Raid 


 


Understanding Goal: 


John Brown’s Raid is often cited as a significant turning point in the coming of the Civil War. 


Decades of compromise ceased as physical action replaced the typical legislative action.  


 


Investigative Question: 


• Who was John Brown? 


• What happened at Harpers Ferry?  


• What were reactions to the raid at Harpers Ferry?  


 


Primary Sources: 


• Images of John Brown's Raid and Trial from Harper's Weekly and Frank Leslie's Illustrated 


News  


• "Treason" Broadside, 1859 November 4. Virginia Governor (1856–1859: Wise). Executive 


Papers of Governor Henry A. Wise, 1856–1859. Accession 36710. State Government Records 


Collection, The Library of Virginia, Richmond, Va. 


 


Standards Addressed: 


Virginia Standards of Learning 
USI.1   The student will develop skills for historical and geographical analysis, including the ability to 


a) identify and interpret primary and secondary source documents to increase understanding of events and life in 


United States history to 1877; 


b) make connections between the past and the present; 


e)   evaluate and discuss issues orally and in writing. 


 


USI.9 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the causes, major events, and effects of the Civil War by  


a) describing the cultural, economic, and constitutional issues that divided the nation; 


b) explaining how the issues of states’ rights and slavery increased sectional tensions. 


 


VUS.1 The student will demonstrate skills for historical and geographical analysis, including the ability to 


a)   identify, analyze, and interpret primary and secondary source documents. 


 


VUS.6  The student will demonstrate knowledge of the major events during the first half of the nineteenth century by 


a) describing the cultural, economic, and political issues that divided the nation, including slavery, the 


abolitionist and women’s suffrage movements, and the role of the states in the Union. 


 


 GOVT.1  The student will demonstrate mastery of the social studies skills citizenship requires, including the ability to 


                  c)    analyze political cartoons, political advertisements, pictures, and other graphic media. 


 


 


 


Historical Background: 
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Investigating John Brown 


The road leading to the Civil War was marked with a series of compromises that continually 


caused rising tensions to simmer between regions, generally, the North and South. These compromises 


include the Missouri Compromise of 1820, the Great Compromise of 1850, and the Kansas-Nebraska Act 


of 1854. Neither side received exactly the conditions it wanted from any of the compromises but acquired 


enough to maintain the Union.  


On October 16, 1859, John Brown led a raid on Harpers Ferry with the intention of ending the 


compromises and beginning a confrontation. Brown wanted a war to end slavery, and many people 


believe he caused the start of the Civil War.  


 John Brown led eighteen men—thirteen whites and five blacks—into Harpers Ferry, Virginia. 


Three other members of his force formed a rearguard at a nearby Maryland farm. A veteran of the violent 


struggles between pro- and antislavery forces in Kansas, Brown intended to provoke a general uprising of 


African Americans that would lead to a war against slavery. The raiders seized the federal buildings and 


cut the telegraph wires. Expecting local slaves to join them, Brown and his men waited in the armory 


while the townspeople surrounded the building. The raiders and the civilians exchanged gunfire, and eight 


of Brown's men were killed or captured. By daybreak on October 18, U.S. Marines under the command of 


Brevet Colonel Robert E. Lee stormed Brown's position in the arsenal's engine house and captured or 


killed most of his force. Five of the conspirators, including Brown's son Owen, escaped to safety in 


Canada and the North. Severely wounded and taken to the jail in Charles Town, Virginia, John Brown 


stood trial for treason against the Commonwealth of Virginia, for murder, and for conspiring with slaves 


to rebel. On November 2, a jury convicted him and sentenced him to death. Brown readily accepted the 


sentence and declared that he had acted in accordance with God's commandments. Responding to 


persistent rumors and written threats, Henry A. Wise, governor of Virginia, called out state militia 


companies to guard against a possible rescue of Brown and his followers. On December 2, 1859, Brown 


was hanged in Charles Town. 


The Harpers Ferry raid confirmed for many Southerners the existence of a widespread Northern 


plot against slavery. In fact, Brown had raised funds for his raid from Northern abolitionists. To arm the 


slaves, he ordered one thousand pikes from a Connecticut manufactory. Letters to Governor Wise 


betrayed the mixed feelings people held for Brown. For some, he was simply insane and should not be 


hanged. For others, he was a martyr to the cause of abolition, and his quick trial and execution reflected 


the fear and arrogance of Virginia's slave owners. Many Northerners condemned Brown's actions but 


thought him right in his conviction that slavery had to end. Brown's raid on Harpers Ferry and his 


execution further polarized North and South and made a resolution of the slavery issue the center of 


national debate. (From the Online Exhibition, Liberty or Death, at VirginiaMemory.com: 


http://www.lva.virginia.gov/exhibits/deathliberty/johnbrown/index.htm)  


 


Length of Activity: 


Variable—depending on level of students being taught and how much of the assignment the teacher 


wishes to be done in class or at home as an assessment. This lesson could begin at the start of class and 


take an entire class period, or could be shortened depending on what the teacher chooses to do.  


 


Materials Needed:  


Student Handout 1: KWL Chart  


Student Handout 2: John Brown Images 


Student Handout 3: Broadside Image 


Student Handout 4: Questions  


 


Additional Information: 


• Death or Liberty: Gabriel, Nat Turner, and John Brown.” Online exhibition, Library of 


Virginia. http://www.lva.virginia.gov/whoweare/exhibits/DeathLiberty/index.htm. 
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Investigating John Brown 


• “John Brown.” Harpers Ferry National Historic Park Web site: 


http://www.nps.gov/hafe/historyculture/john-brown.htm. Provides an overview of John 


Brown’s Raid along with profiles of Brown and his raiders. 


• “John Brown’s Holy War.” Film. Public Broadcasting Service, 1999. 


http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/brown/filmmore/index.html. 


• “John Brown’s Raid: Records and Resources at the Library of Virginia.” Bibliography (PDF 


format), Library of Virginia. 


http://www.lva.lib.va.us/WHATWEHAVE/notes/JohnBrownBib.pdf 


 


Teacher Actions:  


 


1. KWL 
Students should complete the K and W of the KWL graphic organizer on John Brown (Student Handout 


1).  


 


2. Timeline 
Source: PBS: The American Experience: John Brown's Holy War: Interactive Map: Following John 


Brown 1800–1859. http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/brown/maps/map.html  


Use the interactive timeline to teach the biography of John Brown. Establish the foundation for the lesson 


by walking through the events that led to the raid on Harpers Ferry as well as the actual event.  


 


2. Student Timeline 
Divide the students into small groups. Hand each group the six images of John Brown’s raid (Student 


Handout 2). Have students create a timeline of the events. Go over the images as a group when everyone 


is finished.  


 


3. Broadsides 
Discuss national reactions to John Brown's raid. Most people across the country were surprised and 


horrified by the violence of John Brown's actions. Many Southerners saw the raid as proof of a 


concentrated effort by Northerners to end slavery by force. Many abolitionists in the North were 


sympathetic to Brown's cause, but did not support his actions. Have students look at the broadside image 


from Somersworth, New Hampshire (Student Handout 3), and answer the questions (Student Handout 4).  


 


4. Student Broadsides 
Have students make their own broadside caption about John Brown. It could deal with his trial, execution, 


aftermath, etc. Explain to students that a broadside was an advertisement or announcement, similar to 


what we call a flyer or poster today.  


 


5. KWL 
Have students complete the L of the graphic organizer on John Brown. Have them check to see if 


anything in the K column was inaccurate and to make sure all of their questions were answered.  


 


 


 


 


 


 





