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E. John Brown at Harpers Ferry

Chapter 21 Drifting Toward Disunton, 1854—1861

I. The Richmond Enquirer Is Outraged (1859)

The fanatical abolitionist Jokm Brown plotted a large slave insurrection at Hm
Ferry in western Virginia. Puchasing arms with abowt 33,000 provided by Wlbenc
Nortbern abolitionisss, be launched bis abortive enterprise with a score of men, includ-
ing two of bis own sons. Wounded and captured, after the loss of several innocent
Hoes, be was given every opportunity 1o puse as @ marlyr while being tried. He was
Jound guiity of three capital offenses: conspiracy with slaves, murder, and treason.
Most of the abolitionists who bad financed bis evierprise ran for cover, although
many of them bad evidently not knows of bis desperate pian to attack a federal
arsenal and bring doun on bimself the Washington government. The Soutberners
mamwmmwmmqwmﬁrﬂminmer.A
week gfter the raid the influential Richmond Enquirer wrote as folfows. What is the
most alarming aspect of this editorial?

The Harper's Ferry invasion has advanced the cause of Disunion more than any
other event . . , since the formation of the government; it has rallied to that stanctard
men who formerly looked upon it with horror; it has revived, with tenfold strength,
the desire of a Southern Confederacy. The heretofore most determined friend.fi of
the Union may now be heard saying, “If under the form of a Confederacy {Union]
our peace is disturbed, our state invaded, its peaceful citizens cruelly murdered . X
by those who should be our warmest friends, . . . and the people of the North sustain
the outrage, then let disunion come.”

2. Governor J. A. Wise Refuses Clemency (1859)

perbaps s ing hanged after
ftis surprising that Broun was not lynched, instead of bfzmg .
an orderly, if burried, trial. Ten of bis oun men bad been killed; six more were tried
and banged. Other casualties that bis raid inflicted included seven dead and ten
wounded. Pressures of various kinds converged on Governor Wise to extend clem-
ency, and be explained to the legislature as follows why be could not do so. What
was the basis for bis reasoning?

During the trial of . . . [the Harpers Ferry raiders] and since, appeals and threats
of every sort . . . have been made to the Executive. [ lay before you the mass of these,
it being impossible 1o enter into their details.

‘Though the laws do not permit me to pardon in cases of treason, yet pardt_'ms
and reprieves have been demanded on the grounds of, 1st, insanity; 2nd, magnanim-
ity; 3rd, the policy of not making martyrs.

L Ricknmond Evsquiver, Qctober 25, 1899, in Edward Stone, ed., incident at Harper; Ferry { Englewood Cifls,
NJ.: Prentice-Hall, 1956), p. 177. y
“Richmand Enquirer, December 6, 1899, in Edward Stone, ed., Mrcident at Fiarpers Ferry: {Englewoc
Cliffs, NJ.; Prentice-Hall, 1956), p. 177,
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Join Brown’s Trial, 1859
Thebluestnewssto;yuﬂudny,jnhn Brm':midearﬂeuFury,hisuial,mdhﬁs:mm‘m.
rivated the atiention of Americans and deeply divided ther. Brown, wourded in the head and chest

during his copture, bpeared at his trial lying on o cot He went 10 the goflows just five weeks loter:
(Betimonn Archive)

A o the first, the parties themselves or counsel put in no plea of insanity. No
insanity was feigned even: the prisoner Brown spurned it, | . .

As to the second ground . . . : [ know of no magnanimity which is inhumane,
and no inhumanity coulkd well exceed that 1o our society, our slaves as well as their
fmasters, which would turn felons like these . . loose again on a border already torn
by a fanatical and sectional strife, . . .

A5 1o the third ground . . . : 10 hang would be no mare martyrdom than to
incarcerate the fanatic. The sympathy would have asked on and on for liberation, and
1o nurse and southe him, while life lasted, in prison. His state of health would have
been heralded weekly, as from « palace . .. ; the work of his hands would have been
sought as holy relics. . . .

There is no middle ground of mitigation. To pardon or reprieve at all was o
proclaim a licensed impunity to the thousand fanatics who are mad only In the guik
and folly of setting up their individual supremacy over life, law, property, and civil
liberty iiself. The sympathy with the leader was worse than the invasion iself. The
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appeal was: it is policy to make no martyrs, but disarm murderers traitors, robbe
i 8, 5, S,
insurrectionists, by free pardon for wanton, malicious, unprovoked felons!

3. Horace Gresley Hails a Mortyr (1859)

John Brown knew no Himitations in his warfare on slavery—.
be lenlent to john Brown, defeated and a captlve? (P e sheecgy
War has its necessities, and they are sometimes terrible, We have not seen how
sla-:very could spare the life of John Brown withaut virtually confessing the iniquity

Vie are not those who say, “If slavery Is wrong, then John Brown was whoily
right. There are fit and unfit modes of combating a great evil; we think Brown at
Harper's Ferry pursued the latter. . , | And, while we heartily wish every slave in the

sure to succeed in the enterprise. OF course, we rd Brown's rai

mistaken and, in its direct consequences, pt:mic:ious.“Esa o S & ey
But his are the errors of a fanatic, not the etimes of a felon, It were absurd to

?pply 10 him opprobrious epithets or wholesale denunciations, The essence of crime

Is the pursuit of selfish gratificarion in disregard of others’ good; and that is the

Unwise, the wc‘:rld will pronounce him Reckless of anificial i
) \ yet palpabie obliga-
tions he certainly was, but his very €rrors were heroic—the faults of 2 brave, impul-
sive, truthful nature, impatiem of wrong, and only o conscious that “resistance to

_—
JNew York Tribume, December 3, 1859,
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tyrants is vbedience w God.™ Let whoever would first cast a stone ask himself whether
his own noblest act was equal in grandeur and nobility to that for which John Brown
pays the penaity of a death on the gallows,

And that death will serve 10 purge his memory of any stain which his errors
might otherwise have cast upon it. Mankind are proverbially generous to those who
have suffered all that can here be inflicted—who have passex beyond the portals
of the life to come. John Brown dead will live in millions of hearts—will be dis-
cussed around the homely hearth of toil and deeamed of on the couch of poverty
and trial. , , .

Admit that Brown touk a wrong way to rid his country of the curse, his coun-
trymen of the chains of bondage, what is the right way? And are we pursuing that
way as grandly, unseliishly, as he pursued the wrong one? If not, is it not high time
we were? Before censuring severely his errors, should we not abandon our own?

4. Lincoln Disowns Brown (1860)

The Soeth quickly seized wpon the jobn Brouw raid as a club with which to belabor
the frist growing Republican party, wbich afiegedly bad connived with the conspir-
alons Rough-bewn Abrabam Lincoln, Republican presidential apiranl, came east
Srom illinvis for bis make-ur-break speech before a sopbisticated eastern audience at
Couper Union fn New York City. During the course of bis address, which was a
STAshing Success, be dealt with the Brown raid. How convincingly did be nieet the
accusation of Republicar complicity, and & what extent was be both pro-Broun and
anti-Broun?

You [Southerners| charge that we |Republicans| stir up insurrections among your
slaves, We deny it; and what is your proof? Harper's Ferry! John Brown!!

John Brown was no Republican; and you have failed 1o impiicate a single Republi-
can in his Harper's Ferry enerprise. IF any member of our party is guilty in that
matter, you know it, ur you do not know it If you do know i, you are inexcusable
for not designating the man and proving the fact. If you do not know i, you are
inexcusable for asserting it, and especially for persisting in the assertion afir you
have tried and failed 10 make the proof. You need not be told that persisting in a
charge which one does not know 10 he true is simply malicious slander.

Some of you admit that no Republican designedly aided or encouraged the
Harpers Ferry affair, but still insist that our doctrines and declarations necessarily
lead 1o such results. We do not believe it . ..

Slave insurrections are no mare common now than they were before the Republi-
can Party was organized. Whin induced the Southampton [Nat Turner's] insurrection,
rwenty-eight years ago, in which at beasy three times as many lives were lost as at
tHarper’s Ferry? You can scarcely stretch your very elastic fancy to the conclusion thar
Southampron was “got up by Black Republicanism.” In the present state of things in
the United States, 1 do not think a general, or even a very extensive, slave insurrection
is possible. . . .

—_—
*l G. Nicolay and John Hay, eds . Complere Works of Alreham Lineodn (New York: The Century Go, 1894),
vol 4. pp 314-319, pasiim
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John Brown's effort was peculiar. It was not a skave insurrection. It was an attempt
by white men 1o get up a revolt among slaves, in which the slaves refused o partici-
pate. In fact, it was so absurd that the slaves, with all their ignorance, saw plainly
enough it could not succeed. That affair, in tts philosophy, corresponds with the many
anempts, related in history, at the assassination of kings and emperors. An enthusiast
broods over the oppression of a peapie till he fancies himself commissioned by
Heaven to liberate them, He ventures the attempt, which ends in finle else than his
own execution.




