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Faster, boy!
Keep up!

All people are
our brothers
and sisters. 

Can you tell me
what this Bible
passage means?

You may hide
here until it is
safe to travel. 

With your help, we
will soon be free.

In the early 1800s, slavery divided the United States. Slavery
was legal in southern states. John Brown opposed slavery.
He grew up in the North, where slavery was against the law.

Brown never forgot the boy’s mistreatment.

When he was 12, Brown helped move cattle from Ohio to
Michigan. On that trip, he saw a black boy being beaten.

Brown and his family joined others who were against slavery. They
were called abolitionists. Brown’s father, Owen, was very religious.

Brown’s family secretly helped slaves
become free. They were part of the
Underground Railroad. This network of
people helped slaves escape to Canada.

That boy is my age.
Such cruelty is wrong.
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As an adult, Brown continued his work against
slavery. In 1837, an abolitionist newspaper
editor named Elijah Lovejoy was killed by a
pro-slavery mob. At Lovejoy’s funeral, Brown
said that God wanted him to help slaves rebel.

Brown became the leader of a group of soldiers
from Osawatomie Creek in Kansas. They chased
many pro-slavery raiders out of Kansas.

When Brown was 50, the U.S. government
passed the Fugitive Slave Act. That law
let slave owners capture any black people
they claimed were runaway slaves.

Here, before God, in the
presence of these witnesses,
I consecrate my life to the
destruction of slavery. 

For freedom!

For John Brown!

For Kansas!

The law is wrong. That
man was never a slave!
Government is no friend
to the black people. 

If violence is what it
takes to fight slavery,
then I will join the fight.

In 1855, Brown joined his sons who were fighting to keep the
U.S. territory of Kansas free from slavery. At that time, territories
voted on whether to have slavery or not. A group of raiders called
Border Ruffians forced people to make slavery legal in Kansas.



8

In 1856, some Border Ruffians
burned the city of Lawrence,
Kansas. The small town was
against slavery.

That May, Brown and his sons killed five
raiders. Brown was then wanted for murder.

Brown had to leave Kansas. He decided to fight slavery in a new
place. Brown grew a long beard to change his appearance. During the
next two years, Brown met with abolitionists in the East and North.

Harpers Ferry was a military outpost on the border between
Maryland and Virginia. Thousands of military weapons were
made and stored in the federal arsenal and armory there.

They say the men were
found with their heads
cut off! Did you do this?

These Ruffians
must be punished.
I will kill them for
this outrage.

9

I killed no
innocent man. 

We shall give you
money and 200
Sharps rifles.

I need more
weapons to
continue my fight.

I will use them
to attack
Harpers Ferry.

I will take the town’s
weapons and give them to
the slaves. Then they can
fight for their own freedom.
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Two dozen men
can capture
Harpers Ferry. 

When slaves hear
of it, they will
join our fight.

Thousands of slaves are
sure to rebel. Then the
North will have to help them
win freedom for good.

In July 1859, Brown rented a small farmhouse outside of
Harpers Ferry. The farm became Brown’s headquarters
for the raid. There, he collected weapons and finalized
his plans. Brown met with spies he had in town.

For three days in August, Brown secretly met with a
former slave named Frederick Douglass. Although Douglass
was an abolitionist, he did not agree with Brown’s plan.

Douglass did not join Brown but other black men
did, including Dangerfield Newby. Newby was a
free man, but his wife and children were slaves.

11

Join me, old friend.
With the town’s
weapons, we can
lead the slaves
to freedom.

Your plan will turn
the country against
all abolitionists.

You are going
into a perfect
steel trap.

These weapons
will win my
family’s freedom.
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Brown expected more men to
join him. But by September
1859, only 22 men had arrived.

Brown also believed that thousands of slaves would
hear of his attack and join his fight at Harpers Ferry.

On the night of October 16, 1859, Brown decided
to act. He gave his final orders for the raid.

Brown’s men gathered their weapons
and marched toward town.

Brown couldn’t wait for more men to
arrive. He was afraid his plan would be
discovered. His men were restless.

I promise you, Owen,
our actions will result
in great things.

Father, we need to act
soon. We are a small
group, but we are yours.

Owen, when we leave for the
Ferry, take these weapons to
the schoolhouse near town.

13

The slaves will
be well armed.

Men, get on your
arms. We will proceed
to the Ferry. 

My army 
is small
but strong.

Do not take the
life of anyone, but
if it is necessary,
then make sure
work of it.
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I came here from Kansas,
and this is a slave state.
I want to free all the
Negroes in this state. 

Brown and his men moved quickly and
quietly into Harpers Ferry. They took
control of the bridges leading to the town.

Brown’s plan changed when the guard escaped.

Brown and his men soon controlled
the gates to the armory and arsenal.
They took the guard prisoner.

Good. Now, no one
can send for help
from the U.S. Army.

Brown said not
to shoot
unarmed men.

The telegraph
wires are cut, sir.

He’s getting away!

STOP!

Brown hoped to capture Harpers Ferry while
the townspeople were asleep. But the shots
fired at the guard woke some of them.

That sounded
like gunfire!

15
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Word of Brown’s raid began to spread through town. At 1:30 in the morning, a mail
train reached Harpers Ferry. Brown wanted trains to pass by freely. He did not want
word of his raid to reach other towns. The injured guard flagged down the train.

Brown’s men thought Shepherd
was the guard and shot him.
Though badly wounded, Shepherd
made it back to the train station.

The first person to die at Harpers
Ferry was a free black man.

As the train sped out of town, the frightened
passengers wrote notes about the attack.
They threw the notes out the windows to
warn people who might pass by the tracks.

17

Madmen are taking
the arsenal!

The town is mine.
Slaves will have
their freedom.

Is this war?
Hurry! We need
to warn others!

The guard!
He’s coming back. Shepherd!

What happened?

Hayward Shepherd was a free black
man who worked for the railroad.
Shepherd heard the guard say men were
attacking. He went to see for himself.

Brown’s men quickly took control of the arsenal and
armory. They held many townspeople prisoner.

Confident that his plan was working, Brown
ordered the train to leave Harpers Ferry.

I don’t need to kill
innocent passengers.
Now move your train.

Stop! Hold
your fire.

Help me. . .
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At 7:05 that morning, U.S. President James
Buchanan received news of Brown’s raid.

A group of soldiers from outside the city had also heard of the raid.
They came to Harpers Ferry to defend the town. The militia charged up
the street toward Brown and his men. Brown prepared for the attack.

The local militia was forced to retreat. But a few militiamen hid
in buildings along the street. The two sides exchanged gunfire.

19

Mr. President, Brown’s
raiders will be armed with
the rifles from the arsenal.

Take aim, men.

Send Robert E. Lee and
his troops to Harpers
Ferry at once.

Someone has
killed Newby!

To the engine
house! We must
seek cover.

Let go upon them.

As the hours passed, more people rushed to Harpers
Ferry. They gathered weapons and joined the local
militia. Brown’s men were outnumbered and trapped.

This is how we
treat murderers. Gather any

weapon you
can find!
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Some of Brown’s men begged him to take the
weapons and flee into the hills. But Brown refused to
leave the engine house. Brown’s men began to panic.

Realizing he was trapped, Brown sent
three men out to stop the gunfire.
But the militia attacked them.
Only Brown’s son Watson returned.
He was dying from a gunshot.

The mayor’s death fueled the militia’s anger. They searched
the town for Brown’s men. They captured and killed several
of them. The militia then attacked the engine house again.

Brown’s son Owen had heard the gunfire from
Harpers Ferry. He raced to the schoolhouse
hoping to find thousands of men gathered.

No one was there.

The deaths made Brown’s men
nervous. One of them saw a
man coming toward the
engine house and shot him.

Brown’s man had killed
the Harpers Ferry mayor. 21

We are fish in a
barrel in here. 

More men are surely
coming to join us. When
they arrive, these people
will lay down their arms. 

By now the slaves have
heard of our attack.
They are probably at
the schoolhouse already.

If help doesn’t
come soon,
we’re done for.

What kind of men
are they, shooting
down my men under
a flag of truce?
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On the morning of October 18, Lee and his troops
arrived in Harpers Ferry. Lee sent a note to
Brown asking him to surrender. Brown refused.

Brown and his men tried to
block the door, but Lee’s
troops broke it down.

Green stabbed Brown with a light sword. The blade bent as it
struck Brown. Green then beat Brown with the sword’s handle.

Some believed Brown was dead.

Brown fell to the ground and was captured.
After 36 hours, Brown’s raid was over.

Lieutenant Israel Green was first inside.
He went straight for Brown. Brown fought back.

23

Surrender!

Harder, men! Break
down that door! 

Storm the
engine house.

Now fire, men!

I think he’s
still alive!
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We came to free the
slaves, and only that.

No man sent me here.

After his capture, government leaders visited
Brown in jail. They questioned him about the raid.

The state of Virginia charged
Brown with treason, murder,
and leading slaves to rebel.

On November 2, 1859, Brown was
sentenced to die by hanging.

Brown knew the fight over slavery was not finished.
He never gave up calling for the freedom of slaves.

25

Why did you
come here?

Spare me the
mockery of a
public murder.

We find John Brown
guilty of all charges.

Who helped you? Were
abolitionists in the
North behind this?
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Brown was hanged on December 2, 1859. Only soldiers
were allowed to witness the hanging. Townspeople were
afraid abolitionists might try to rescue Brown.

One year after Brown’s death, Southern states tried to form a new nation. They
wanted to keep slavery legal. By 1861, the issue of slavery helped start the Civil War.

In his final note, Brown predicted that it would take “much
bloodshed” to end slavery. At least 620,000 soldiers died during
the Civil War. In 1865, the North won the war, and slavery in the
South ended. That same year, the U.S. government passed the
13th Amendment to the Constitution, outlawing slavery forever.

Many people saw John Brown as a hero.
On the day of his death, slaves at nearby
farms in Virginia set fire to their owner’s
buildings and poisoned some cattle.

27

Fire away, men! 

Attack!

CHARGE!

I fear we are one
step closer to war.

This man has divided
the country.



Although Brown’s plan was to free the slaves, two free
black men were among the first to die in the Harpers
Ferry raid.

Sharps rifles were some of the best weapons available at
the time.The capture of Brown and his 200 guns gave
Virginia better weapons to use in the Civil War.

Brown’s trial lasted less than one week.The judge did not
allow Brown to call any witnesses.The jury took less than
one hour to find Brown guilty.

During the Civil War, Northern soldiers sang a song with
the words “John Brown’s body lies a’mouldering in the
grave. His truth is marching on.”The tune for this song
was later used for “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.”

A soldier named 
John Wilkes Booth 
attended Brown’s 
hanging. In 1865,
Booth shot and 
killed President 
Abraham Lincoln
because he did not
want Lincoln to
end slavery.

28

John Brown was born May 9, 1800. He was 59 years old
when he raided Harpers Ferry.

Brown had 20 children. One son was killed in Kansas.
Two sons died during the Harpers Ferry Raid.

Secretary of War John B. Floyd received a letter in 1858
warning of Brown’s plan to attack Harpers Ferry. Floyd
didn’t realize that Brown was the same man wanted for
the Kansas murders. Floyd ignored the warning.

Slaves did not join Brown’s raid because few of them knew
about his plans. Brown did not tell slaves at nearby
plantations when he planned to raid Harpers Ferry.

Many abolitionists supported Brown’s plan. One group
of rich and powerful supporters were later called the
“Secret Six.”
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armory (AR-mur-ee)—a place where weapons are stored

arsenal (AR-seh-null)—a large collection of weapons

consecrate (KOHN-se-krate)—to promise

militia (muh-LISH-uh)—a group of volunteer citizens who
serve as soldiers in emergencies 

telegraph (TEL-uh-graf)—a machine that uses electrical
signals to send messages over long distances 

treason (TREE-zuhn)—to betray one’s country

truce (TROOS)—a temporary agreement to stop fighting

FactHound offers a safe, fun way to find Internet sites 
related to this book. All of the sites on FactHound 
have been researched by our staff.

Here’s how:

1. Visit www.facthound.com
2. Type in this special code 0736843698 for 

age-appropriate sites. Or enter a search word
related to this book for a more general search.

3. Click on the Fetch It button.

FactHound will fetch the best sites for you!
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