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John Brown, drawing by Jerome Stanley Connor

A drawing of John Brown at the age of 42, by Jerome Stanley Conner. Brown was born into a deeply religious
family in Torrington, Connecticut, in 1800. Led by a father who was vehemently opposed to slavery, the family
moved to northern Ohio when John was five, to adistrict that would become known for its antislavery views.

During hisfirst fifty years, Brown moved about the country, settling in Ohio, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, and
New Y ork, and taking along his ever-growing family. (He would father twenty children.) Working at various
times as a farmer, wool merchant, tanner, and land speculator, he never was finacially successful -- he even filed
for bankruptcy when in hisforties. His lack of funds, however, did not keep him from supporting causes he
believed in. He participated in the Underground Railroad and, in 1851, helped establish the League of Gileadites,
an organization that worked to protect escaped slaves from slave catchers.

Despite his contributions to the antislavery cause, Brown did not emerge as a figure of major significance until
1855 after he followed five of his sons to the Kansas territory. There, he became the leader of antislavery guerillas
and fought a proslavery attack against the antislavery town of Lawrence. The following year, in retribution for
another attack, Brown went to a proslavery town and brutally killed five of its settlers. Brown and his sons would
continue to fight in the territory and in Missouri for the rest of the year.

Brown returned to the east and began to think more seriously about his plan for awar in Virginiaagainst slavery.
He sought money to fund an "army" he would lead. On October 16, 1859, he set his plan to action when he and 21
other men -- 5 blacks and 16 whites -- raided the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry.

Brown was wounded and quickly captured, and moved to Charlestown, Virginia, where he was tried and
convicted of treason, and sentenced to death. He was hanged on December 2, 1859.

Although initially shocked by Brown's exploits, many Northerners began to speak favorably of the militant
abolitionist.
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