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Lesson Plan: Voices from the Past — Reacting to John Brown’s Raid

Student Handout 1: Norfolk and Portsmouth Herald Article
Student Handout 2: Mahala Doyle Letter

Student Handout 3: Anonymous Letter

Student Handout 2: SOAPS Graphic Organizer
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Lesson Plan: Voices from the Past — Reacting to John Brown’s Raid

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 Question:
®  Who was John Brown?
e What happened at Harpers Ferry?
e  What were some of the reactions to the raid at Harpers Ferry?

Primary Sources:
e Excerpt from the Norfolk and Portsmouth Herald, November 26, 1859.
e Mahala Doyle, Chattanooga, Tennessee, to John Brown, 20 Nov 1859. GLC07590. Courtesy
of The Gilder Lehrman Collection, The Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History, New
York.

¢ 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.

Standards Addressed:

Virginia Standards of Learning
USIL 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;

USL9 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.
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Length of Activity:
Variable, depending on whether students will be working alone, in pairs, or in groups.
Overview:

John Brown’s Raid on Harpers Ferry is often cited as the turning point that propelled the Union
toward the Civil War. This lesson shows that John Brown created a turning point that shifted the course of
history.

Historical Background

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 in any of the compromises but acquired
enough to maintain the Union.

On October 16, 1859, John Brown led a raid on Harper’s Ferry with the intention of ending
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)
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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.

“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.ussWHATWEHA VE/notes/JohnBrownBib.pdf

Materials Needed:

Student Handout 1: Norfolk and Portsmouth Herald Article
Student Handout 2: Mahala Doyle Letter

Student Handout 3: Anonymous Letter

Student Handout 2: SOAPS Graphic Organizer

Teacher Actions:

Pre-Activity or Warm-Up

Source: PBS: The American Experience: John Brown's Holy War: Interactive Map: Following
John Brown 1800-1859. http://www.pbs.org/wegbh/amex/brown/maps/map.html
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. The timeline can be used as a refresher of the raid on Harpers Ferry or as an
informational tool.

1. Do-Now

a. Have students read the quote: If a law "is of such a nature that it requires you to be the agent of
injustice to another, then, I say, break the law."—Thoreau

b. Students should brainstorm on a piece of paper, or with a partner, their initial thoughts about the
quote.

2. Reading
a. Have students read the Norfolk and Portsmouth Herald article (Student Handout 1).

3. Discussion
a. Questions to consider:

1. What did John Fletcher do? What was the consequence?
2. Should John Fletcher have been punished? Give reasons why or why not.
3. The newspaper article says, “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 back up and quit our borders.” How does this differ from the Thoreau
quote students responded to at the beginning of class? What is the expectation of laws by
Thoreau and the newspaper article?
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4. Writing

a. Have students compare and contrast the Thoreau quote with the Norfolk and Portsmouth Herald
article. Which do they agree with: Thoreau and the right to break the law in certain cases or the newspaper
where the laws of a place should be followed if one is residing there?

5. Reading
a. Have students read the Mahala Doyle and Anonymous letters (Student Handouts 2 and 3).

6. SOAPS Graphic Organizer
a. Students should complete the graphic organizer (Student Handout 4) based on the two readings.

7. News Cast

a. Break students out into small groups. Have each group develop a thirty-second news clip to
summarize the events of John Brown’s raid, trial, or hanging. Each group should present its results to the
class.

Analysis

Look over the Norfolk and Portsmouth Herald article again, as a class. Project or have a student
read the First Amendment. John Fletcher was arrested for exercising his freedom of speech. Have students
analyze what rights citizens have, or should have, in America. Discuss any current events that relate to an
infringement of First Amendment rights.
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Student Handout 1

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 | 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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Student Handout 2

Mahala Doyle to John Brown
Chattanooga, Tennessee, 20 November 1859.
Autograph letter signed, 2 pages + address leaf.

Chattanooga Tennessee

20" November 1859.
John Brown

Sir
Altho vengence [sic] is not mine, | confess, that | 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 | feel for your folly. | 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]

N® my son John Doyle whose life | 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://eilderlehrman.pastperfect-
online.com/33267cgi/mweb.exe?request=record;id=BBB5D1CD-26BB-4A98-A5CB-
363636397190;:type=301
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Student Handout 3
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Student Handout 3

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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Student Handout 4

Name:
Doyle Letter Anonymous Letter
SUBJECT
OCCASION
AUDIENCE
PURPOSE
SPEAKER

Voices from the Past: Reacting to John Brown’s Raid
! ingto] s R LiBrARY W

or VIRGINIA






