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Lesson Plan: John Brown's Raid and Reaction in Virginia

Understanding Goal:


Reactions to John Brown's Raid at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, reflected increasing sectional division over the future of slavery in the United States. Southerners feared further action by Northern abolitionists, some of whom voiced support for Brown and his cause.

Investigative Questions:

· Who was John Brown?

· What was John Brown's Raid on Harpers Ferry in October 1859? What were his goals?

· How did Northerners and Southerners react to his raid? How did these reactions increase sectional tensions?

Primary Sources:

· Student Handout 1: Images of John Brown's Raid and Trial from Harper's Weekly and Frank Leslie's Illustrated News 

· Excerpt from the Norfolk and Portsmouth Herald, November 22, 1859.

· Excerpt from the Norfolk and Portsmouth Herald, November 26, 1859.

· Letters to Governor Henry A. Wise in defense of John Brown and his raid

· "Brutus" to Governor Henry A. Wise, n.d. [ca. November 1859], Executive Papers of Governor Henry A. Wise, 1856–1859. Accession 36710. State Government Records Collection, The Library of Virginia, Richmond, Va.
· Anonymous to Governor Henry A. Wise, n.d. [ca. November 1859], Executive Papers of Governor Henry A. Wise, 1856–1859. Accession 36710. State Government Records Collection, The Library of Virginia, Richmond, Va.
· (for differentiation) "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.

· (for differentiation) "Anti-Slavery Mass Meeting" Broadside, 1859 December 8. 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.

· A letter advocating the execution of John Brown

· Mahala Doyle, Chattanooga, Tennessee, to John Brown, Nov. 20, 1859. GLC07590. Courtesy of The Gilder Lehrman Collection, The Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History, New York. 

Length of Activity:


One 40–50 minute class period. 

Standards Addressed:

Virginia Standards of Learning

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 and responsible citizenship, including the ability to



a) identify, analyze, and interpret primary and secondary source documents, records, and data, including artifacts, diaries, letters, photographs, journals, newspapers, historical accounts, and art, to increase understanding of events and life in the United States;



b) evaluate the authenticity, authority, and credibility of sources;



c) formulate historical questions and defend findings, based on inquiry and interpretation;


f) develop skills in discussion, debate, and persuasive writing with respect to enduring issues and determine how divergent viewpoints have been addressed and reconciled;

i) identify the costs and benefits of specific choices made, including the consequences, both intended and unintended, of the decisions and how people and nations responded to positive and negative incentives.


VUS.7
The student will demonstrate knowledge of the Civil War and Reconstruction Era and their importance as major turning points in American history by



a) evaluating the multiple causes of the Civil War, including the role of the institution of slavery as a principal cause of the conflict.

National History Standards

Era 5 - Standard 1A - The student understands how the North and South differed and how politics and ideologies led to the Civil War. 

Historical Background:


On the night of October 16, 1859, John Brown led a group of radical abolitionists against the U.S. Arsenal at Harpers Ferry in Jefferson County, Virginia, with the purpose of arming and inciting a slave rebellion. Brown and many of his co-conspirators were captured and some were killed when U.S. Marines under Colonel Robert E. Lee surrounded and stormed the engine house where Brown's men had been trapped. John Brown and his men were taken to Charles Town where they were tried and later hanged on December 2, 1859. In order to guard against threats of invasion, Governor Henry A. Wise called up a number of militia units to protect Charles Town before and after the execution.


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 much more difficult to achieve.

Materials Needed:
· Student Handout 1: Images of John Brown's Raid and Trial from Harper's Weekly and Frank Leslie's Illustrated News 

· Student Handout 2: Primary Source Sets

· Student Handout 3: Alternate Primary Sources

· Student Handout 4: Doyle Letter
Teacher Actions:

1. Review (5–7 minutes): Discuss the national debates and sectional tensions of the 1850s regarding the spread of slavery, including the rise of abolitionism in the North. The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 and the subsequent violence in the Kansas territory should be central to the story. Discuss John Brown's biography and how it foreshadows his action in Virginia in 1859.

2. Timeline (20 minutes): Divide students into small groups and provide them with the seven images from Harper's Weekly and Frank Leslie's Illustrated News (Student Handout 1). Ask them to place the images in chronological order and to create their own captions to describe what's being depicted in each image. Review the correct order to provide a chronology of Brown's Raid, trial, and execution.

3. Document Analysis and Discussion (20 minutes): Maintaining the same groups, distribute to each one of the primary source letters or newspaper articles (Student Handout 2). Have the groups complete a Historical Source Analysis Sheet (Available at http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/lesson_plans) for their document. For differentiation, consider the “Treason” and “Anti-Slavery Meeting” Broadsides (Student Handout 3) instead of the letters from Governor Henry A. Wise's collection. Have one member of each group present the group's findings, allowing groups who reviewed the same document to alternate answering questions. 
Based on the reading of the primary sources, what do they reveal about reactions to John Brown's Raid? How did the authors of these sources view Brown? What bias is evident in the sources? What terms or phrases reveal this? What is significant about the letters from Anonymous and “Brutus”? What rhetoric did these writers use in their letters? Of particular interest is the article from the Norfolk and Portsmouth Herald on November 26, 1850. What does it reveal about the limits of free speech during controversial times? When else in American history have we seen similar crackdowns?

4. Varying Viewpoint (5 minutes): Have the entire class listen to and/or read the letter from Mahala Doyle to John Brown (Student Handout 4). What is her connection to John Brown? What is significant about the tone of her letter?

5. Homework/Assessment: RAFT Activity—RAFT stands for Role, Audience, Format, Topic. Give students a “role” (suggestions include: Southern abolitionist, Southern slave owner, Northern abolitionist, an enslaved African American, or a widow like Mahala Doyle). Assign them an “audience” that they will be writing for and a “format” for their work (letter, newspaper article, etc.). For the “topic,” ask students to interpret the actions of John Brown at Harpers Ferry, examining his legacy and whether he should be put to death for his crime. 




[image: image2.jpg]SECESSTON

1561

o
e o\




Page 3 of 3
John Brown’s Raid and Reaction in Virginia


