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John Brown OUT Lesson Plan 

Central Historical Question: 
What did John Brown hope to accomplish at Harper’s Ferry? 

Materials: 
• John Brown’s Raid PowerPoint
• Copies of Textbook Account
• Copies of Documents A-D
• Copies of Guiding Questions

Plan of Instruction: 

1. Introduction: Use the John Brown PowerPoint to establish background
information about John Brown and his attack at Harpers Ferry. If you have
already discussed John Brown, you may want to abbreviate this introduction.

a. Slide 2: John Brown. John Brown was born in Connecticut in 1800, and
his family moved to rural Ohio when he was five years old. Brown’s
parents were abolitionists, and his family helped African Americans
escape slavery through the Underground Railroad.

In adulthood, Brown was an unsuccessful businessperson, struggling to
make a living as a farmer, tanner, and wool producer. He married twice
and had eleven children who survived childhood (and nine who did not).
His first wife had died shortly after giving birth to their seventh child.

Brown was deeply religious, and as a Calvinist, he believed that human
fate was predestined by God. Brown became convinced that his God-
given destiny was to end slavery.

By the late 1840s, Brown had developed a vague plan to raid plantations
in the South to free enslaved people and then help them escape to the
North by transporting them through a series of armed forts in the
Appalachian and Allegheny Mountains. The basic idea behind Brown’s
plan received some support from prominent abolitionists, including
Frederick Douglass. [Students will read an excerpt from Douglass in the
lesson.]

b. Slide 3: Bleeding Kansas. The Kansas Territory became a flashpoint in the
national conflict over slavery after Congress signed the Kansas-Nebraska
Act of 1854, which allowed western territories to determine the legality of
slavery through “popular sovereignty.” Both pro-slavery advocates and
anti-slavery “Free Staters” poured into Kansas in an effort to determine the
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legality of slavery there. Brown and five of his children migrated to Kansas 
in1855 to join the cause.  

 
In 1856, a band of pro-slavery ruffians attacked the Free State stronghold 
of Lawrence, Kansas, killing over 150 people and burning much of the city. 
Brown was enraged by the attack (and other events at the time) and 
sought revenge at Pottawattamie Creek in Eastern Kansas. Brown led a 
party of Free-Staters who pulled five pro-slavery advocates from their 
homes in the night and hacked them to death. The grisly murders raised 
Brown’s profile nationwide and motivated further attacks from both sides 
of the bloody conflict. One of Brown’s sons was killed in the continued 
violence, but Brown remained undeterred in his fight against slavery.   

 
c. Slide 4: Missouri Raid. In 1856, Brown and a small band of his supporters 

established a covert camp in Iowa as a base of operations, and Brown 
spent years raising money from abolitionists in the Northeast for a new 
plan to carry out an attack in Virginia.  

 
In December 1858, Brown travelled from Iowa to Kansas and then 
crossed into Missouri (where slavery was legal) with an armed group of 
supporters. They freed eleven enslaved people from three households, 
killing one enslaver in the process. Brown then led the liberated people on 
a dangerous winter trek across the Midwest to freedom in Canada with 
law enforcement giving chase. The raid made national news and 
heightened Brown’s celebrity. It also helped Brown raise money and 
support for his plan to launch an attack against slavery in the South.    

 
d. Slide 5: Harper’s Ferry. In July 1859, Brown and a small group of 

supporters moved into a farmhouse outside of Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, an 
industrial town in the Appalachian Mountains that was home to a federal 
gun manufacturing plant and armory.  
 
On the night of October 16, Brown led an interracial band of 18 supporters 
in an attack on Harper’s Ferry. The attack took the town by complete 
surprise, and Brown’s party was able to capture the federal armory with 
little resistance. Several members of his party also travelled to the 
countryside, where they took members of two slaveholding families as 
prisoners and freed the people they had enslaved. They took the prisoners 
and a handful of freed African Americans to the armory to rejoin the rest of 
the party.  

 
Brown had believed that many of the townspeople in Harper’s Ferry would 
join his cause, but he instead met violent resistance. Brown’s group 
clashed with armed townspeople and the local militia, and the fighting left 
eight of Brown’s supporters and two townspeople dead. Word of the attack 
spread quickly to surrounding areas, and President Buchanan ordered a 



STANFORD HISTORY EDUCATION GROUP sheg.stanford.edu 

force of marines under the command of J.E.B. Stewart and Robert E. Lee 
to the scene. The marines arrived in the evening of October 17 and 
attacked the fortification in the early morning hours of October 18, quickly 
overrunning Brown and his supporters. Brown was shot and seriously 
injured in the fighting. All told, ten of Brown’s group had been killed in the 
attack, and six were captured.  

e. Slide 6: Trial. Brown was promptly tried for murder in Virginia, and the
outcome of his trial was a foregone conclusion. It lasted only five days,
and he was convicted after only 45 minutes of deliberation. Brown
remained unrepentant and devoted to the cause of abolition to the
moment he was publicly hanged on December 2, 1859.

f. Slide 7: Impact. Although few would argue that John Brown’s raid was a
tactical success, many historians see it as a pivotal moment in the buildup
to the Civil War. Brown’s raid became a rallying cry for White Southerners
who believed the South should secede from the Union to protect slavery,
and some historians believe that it made Abraham Lincoln’s election much
more likely the following year.

Brown has been a controversial historical figure over time. Many
opponents of slavery have cast him as a heroic martyr. Those sympathetic
to slavery and the Confederacy have portrayed him as a villain and a
traitor. [Note, the image in Slide 7 from Philadelphia Weekly shows Brown
as a traitor.] Still others have argued that his cause was just but that he
was a lunatic or deranged fanatic for his violent and risky tactics.

g. Slide 8: Central Historical Question. What did John Brown hope to
accomplish with this fateful raid? Today, we’ll look at several historical
sources to see if what we can learn about his plans.

2. Hand out the Textbook Account. Have students read it and answer the Guiding
Question. Discuss student responses to be sure everyone understands that the
textbook claims that Brown wanted to start an insurrection among enslaved
African Americans.

3. Students read Documents A and B and answer the Guiding Questions.

Discussion: Frederick Douglass’s account (Document A) supports the textbook’s
assertion that Brown intended to start an insurrection. Douglass was saying that
Brown wanted him to help organize the masses of people who would be freed in
the wake of his agitation. There isn’t a clear reason to discount Douglass’s
account. He was a close acquaintance of Brown and doesn’t have an obvious
incentive to misrepresent their conversation.
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Salmon Brown’s account, however, contradicts the textbook account. Brown 
claims that his father did not plan to start an insurrection, but rather to agitate the 
slavery issue in hopes of bringing about civil war. It is not clear how much 
Salmon Brown knew about his father’s plans. It is possible that he was in 
communication with his father via letters, but he did not participate in the attack 
on Harper’s Ferry. He is also recalling the events fifty years later, and his father 
was a well-known and controversial historical figure. It is possible that he 
misremembered the events after so much time. And he may have wanted to 
portray his father’s actions in the best historical light by saying that he hadn’t 
launched a failed attack, but rather that he had succeeded in his mission of 
fomenting war.  

4. Students read Documents C and D and answer the relevant Guiding Questions. 

Discussion: Both John Brown’s speech (Document C) and his letter (Document
D) contradict the textbook account. They also contradict each other. In his speech 
at trial, Brown says that he planned to lead freed people to Canada and not to 
start an insurrection. In his letter, he recants that claim, saying that he did not 
plan to lead enslaved people out of the South but rather to peacefully arm 
themselves for defense. This self-contradiction is hard to explain because he 
didn’t have a clear reason to lie about his intent. We might wonder if he was 
hoping for leniency with his speech at trial, but the historical record shows that he 
had no doubt that he would be convicted, and it is unlikely that his speech would 
have affected his conviction on the murder charges. It’s also not clear to 
historians why he would change his story in a letter to one of the prosecutors in 
his case 20 days later. This is an instance where the historical evidence is 
unclear, something that historians wrestle with when making arguments about the 
past.

5. Next, have students answer the “Final Evaluation” section of the Guiding 
Questions.
Discussion: Ask students to explain their evaluations of the textbook account. 
Students may decide that the textbook is either wanting or adequate as long as 
they support their reasoning. This could be a good opportunity to explain some of 
the limitations of textbooks. By necessity, grand narratives (like those offered by 
textbooks) are sometimes oversimplified or leave out nuance and disagreement 
in the historical record.
Have students share which explanation/interpretation they find most compelling 
and explain their reasoning using evidence from the documents as appropriate. 
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Review student’s evaluations of the four facts together as a whole class. These 
facts only serve to further complicate our understanding of the documentary 
evidence. They underscore the challenges of weaving together a simple narrative 
from documentary evidence.  

 
Fact 1 is consistent with the idea that Brown planned to free enslaved people and 
transport them. It’s fitting with a long pattern of planning and behavior.   
 
Fact 2 undermines the idea that Brown planned to start an armed insurrection or 
that he planned to arm enslaved people to defend themselves. It may also be 
somewhat inconsistent with the idea that he planned to liberate enslaved people 
and transport them. Why launch a risky attack on a federal armory if you plan to 
liberate people and embark on a trek to freedom? Of course, this all assumes 
that Brown’s actions were sensible given his plans. It is possible that Brown was 
a poor tactician and made bad judgments about how things would play out (as 
Frederick Douglass’s account implies).   
 
Fact 3 undermines the idea that he only planned to lead enslaved people to 
freedom. Why order hundreds of large and cumbersome spears if you only plan 
to secretly transport people to freedom? Assuming Brown’s plan was rational, the 
fact that he left them behind on the night of the raid might also suggest that he 
didn’t intend to arm enslaved people or foment an armed insurrection.  
 
Fact 4 is inconsistent with the notion that he planned to foment a widespread 
insurrection. However, it is again possible that this reflects poor planning more 
than it does intent.  

 
 
 
 
 
Citations 
Textbook Excerpt 
Brinkley, Alan. American History: Connecting with the Past, Volume I. New York: 
McGraw Hill, 2015.  
 
Document A 
Douglass, Frederick. The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass. Hartford: Park 
Publishing, 1881. From Documenting the American South: 
https://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/douglasslife/douglass.html 
 
Document B 
Horwitz, Tony. Midnight Rising: John Brown and the Raid that Sparked the Civil War. 
New York: Holt, 2011. 
 
 



 

 
STANFORD HISTORY EDUCATION GROUP                                                                                sheg.stanford.edu 

Document C 
De Witt, Robert. The Life, Trial, and Execution of Captain John Brown, Known as "Old 
Brown of Ossawatomie," with a Full Account of the Attempted Insurrection at Harper's 
Ferry. New York: Robert De Witt Publishers, 1881. From the Library of Congress: 
https://www.loc.gov/resource/llst.021/?sp=98 
 
Document D 
Sanborn, Franklin Benjamin (ed.). The Life and Letters of John Brown: Liberator of 
Kansas, and Martyr of Virginia. Boston: Roberts brothers, 1885. Available from: 
https://books.google.com/books?id=fekDAAAAYAAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_
ge_summary_r&cad=0 - v=onepage&q&f=false 
 
  




