
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

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

 

 

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


NORFOLK 


TUESDAY MORNING, Nov. 22, 1859. 


 


We have served up to our readers to-day a rare medly of telegraphic despatches of rumors and 


counter-rumors from Charlestown and thereabout, of movements of "border ruffians" for the 


rescue of the old pirate-hero, Brown, which, though they amount to nothing definite and tangible, 


are well calculated to call forth measures of precaution to put down any such attempt should it 


be made. Under different circumstances we might smile at the idea of such vast preparation for 


an attempt of this sort; but when we see Abolitionism rampant in the leading States of the North 


and West; when we see the most treasonable and cut-throat doctrines deliberately endorsed by 


large multitudes in those States in their popular meetings and by their daily public press, and 


fulminated from their pulpits, against the South, with the inveterate and settled purpose of 


producing a servile war in her midst; and when we mark the mad fanaticism which impels them 


to hollow them most atrocious means to obtain the end of his deliverance from the hand of 


justice—we may when we see all this, it does not require the stimulus of false rumors and 


imaginary fears to convince us of the strict propriety of the measures taken by Governor Wise to 


defeat the naturally-to-be expected efforts of the Abolitionists to rescue from the gallows the 


hoary traitor, murderer and insurrectionist, John Brown. If the reckless and restless tools of the 


Northern Abolitionists, such as Brown and his Harper's Ferry colleagues, were not over-awed by 


a force too powerful for them to make a contest with, there cannot be a doubt that an effort at a 


rescue would be made, and though defeated, many lives might be lost, and many more names 


of hired ruffians added to the catalogue of Abolition saints and martyrs. Gov. Wise we are glad 


to see has taken the proper steps to prevent all this, and insure the strict execution of old 


Brown's sentence on next Friday week. 
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Excerpt from the Norfolk and Portsmouth Herald. November 26, 1859 
 


NORFOLK 


SATURDAY MORNING, Nov. 26, 1859. 


 


Arrest for abolition talk.—Everybody in Virginia knows or ought to know that she has a set of 


laws for the especial government of her negro population, bond and free, one of which makes it 


an indictable offence, punishable by fine and imprisonment, to give utterance to abolition 


language and sentiments. We know that in the so-called free States this interdict is severely 


commented upon; but if they will persist in sending their emissaries among us to corrupt our 


negroes and entice them away from their owners, they deserve themselves whatever odium 


may be attached to such a law, the necessity for enacting which they have enforced upon us. All 


we ask of strangers coming among us from those States is implicit obedience to our laws, be 


they good or evil in their eye: if they are not prepared to yield it, let them ack up and quit our 


borders; otherwise they are to expect no immunity for their disobedience. The thing is very 


simple, and cannot possibly be misunderstood, we should think, even by a crazy abolitionist. Yet 


instances of a disregard of this provision of our municipal code are by no means unfrequent…. 


One was of a clerk in a store, a young Scotchman, who strongly advocated the conduct of Old 


Barabbas Brown. His employer having more compassion for him than Old Barabbas had for the 


wives, mothers and children of Virginia, gave him his discharge without subjecting him to an 


arrest; and following the advice of a friend he “took out in the first boat” for the North.  


 


The other was a resident on Ferry Point, opposite this city, John Fletcher by name, who came 


from Washington City some five years ago. On Tuesday last, in the grocery store of his neighbor 


Mr. James P. Jones, in the presence of ten creditable witnesses, while in conversation about the 


Harper’s Ferry affair “he avowed himself an abolitionist, and asserted that there were many in 


Norfolk and Portsmouth, but that they were afraid to say so; but he was free, white, and twenty 


one, and had no hesitation in declaring that if he had five hundred or five thousand dollars he 


would give one half of it for the release or rescue of John Brown.” 


 


The by-standers, were highly indignant at such language, and immediately had information of it 


lodged with T. Portlock, Esq., J. P., who thereupon issued his warrant for the apprehension of 


Fletcher. The warrant was given to officer John M. Drury to execute, who proceeded to 


Fletcher’s dwelling, and knocked for admittance at his front door; but he made his appearance 


at a side door, and being told by the officer that he must go with him, said he would do so, and 


retired to get his coat and hat; but on his return said he had changed his mind and was 


determined not to be taken. The officer then attempted to sieze him, when he held the door 


nearly closed with one hand while with the other he drew a knife, which he held up in a 


threatening manner, and said, “—you, if you attempt to enter I will kill you.” Mr. Drury then went 


and summoned persons to his assistance; and on his return, Fletcher, after consulting with 


members of his family, and being threatened with a forcible entrance by the posse without, 


quietly surrendered and was taken off to jail to undergo an examination. 
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"Brutus" to Governor Henry A. Wise, n.d. [ca. November 1859]. Governor's Office, 


Letters Received, Henry A. Wise, Record Group 3, Library of Virginia, Richmond, 


Virginia. 
 


 


Sir  


You are very Eloquent in denouncing old Brown, as a Vile traitor  


Because he wished to free the Poor Black Slaves;  


But how different you are in speaking of George Washington; the  


Chief of the White Rebels, "Consistency thou are a jewel"  


Oh how gloriously, and God-like to oppose British Slavery,  


To shoot, murder, hang confiscate, axe any thing to gain  


Freedom; Boston then was the Cradle of Liberty, now the nursery  


of treason;  


"How very strange that wrong and right;  


"Should all depend on Black and white"  


If it was right for the whites, Pray inform us how it is wrong for the  


Blacks, "Sauce for the goose ought to be sauce for the gander"  


George Washington could hang Major Andre, and help to Rob  


England of her Property; and he Elevated to the Presidentcy  


But, old Brown must be Elevated to a gibbet,  


                        "honest Iago"  


Now Sir we wish to inform you, that this is not the last attempt that will be made to aid the Poor 


Slaves; you may tremble  


For fear, for come it will like a thunderbolt; though one  


Two, or ten may fail and suffer, others will arise untill  


The "Black star is erased from america's flag  


    Yours until  


         Death  


         Brutus  


There as many a wise been a wisecare  
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Anonymous to Governor Henry A. Wise, n.d. [ca. November 1859]. Governor's 


Office, Letters Received, Henry A. Wise, Record Group 3, Library of Virginia, 


Richmond, Virginia 


 


 


Mr Wise Sir, By a Virginia jury John Brown has been convicted as a criminal. And for what? For 


daring to obey that divine Command. "If ye would that men should do too you do ye even so too 


them," If Mr. Brown commited an error it was an error of the head- not of the heart. But Sir, "Too 


err is human. to forgive divine." You have it in your power to prove you can be magnanamous to 


a noble foe. do it—and the blessings of millions shall be yours—Fail to do it—and you shall have 


touched a chord that shall not cease to vibrate till "The bonds of the oppressor shall be broken 


and the oppressed go free." Yea, though this Union of ours should be dissolved in blood.  


 


    "Give me Liberty, Or give me death"  
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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. 







Investigating John Brown 


 


"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. 
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Mahala Doyle to John Brown 


Chattanooga, Tennessee, 20 November 1859. 


Autograph letter signed, 2 pages + address leaf. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 


 


         Chattanooga Tennessee  
          20th November 1859.  


John Brown  
Sir  


Altho vengence [sic] is not mine, I confess, that I do feel gratified to hear 
that you ware stopt in your fiendish career at Harper’s Ferry, with the loss of your two sons, you 
can now appreciate my distress, in Kansas, when you then and there entered my house at 
midnight and arrested my husband and two boys and took them out of the yard and in cold 
blood shot them dead in my hearing, you cant say you done it to free our slaves, we had none 
and never expected to own one, but has only made me a poor disconsolate widow with helpless 
children while I feel for your folly. I do hope & trust that you will meet your just reward. O how it 
pained my Heart to hear the dying groans of my Husband and children if this scrawl give you 
any consolation you are welcome to it 


   Mahala Doyle 
 


[Page 2]  
 
N3 my son John Doyle whose life I begged of (you) is now grown up and is very desirous to be 
at Charleston on the day of your execution would certainly be there if his means would permit it, 
that he might adjust the rope around your neck if gov: wise would permit it 


M Doyle.  
 
[address]  


 
To  
 John Brown 


Care of the Jailer     Commander of the Army 
Charles Town.               at Harper’s Ferry  
         Charlestown  
           Jefferson County  
      V.a. 
 


 


 


 


The Gilder Lehrman Collection                            GLC07590                                   www.gilderlehrman.org 


 


 


Source URI: http://gilderlehrman.pastperfect-


online.com/33267cgi/mweb.exe?request=record;id=BBB5D1CD-26BB-4A98-A5CB-


363636397190;type=301 








 


 


 


Page 1 of 3 


John Brown’s Raid and Reaction in Virginia 
 


 
 


 


 


 


 


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.  
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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  
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• 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.  





