
  

Background 

On October 16, 1859, John Brown, an 
extreme slavery abolitionist, and 21 of 
his followers, raided the Federal Ar-
senal at Harpers Ferry in order to 
free slaves in America using whatever 
means including murder.  After 2 days 
of bloodshed, most of his 21 men had 
been killed or ran away, and Brown 
himself was captured, tried and soon 
executed. First to respond to the 
raiders were local militia in the form 
of volunteer firefighters, including 
groups from Frederick. 

Consider This 

  This event was a catalyst for Ameri-
can historical events that would soon 
begin to unfold.  Gripped by the fear 
of slave insurrection, newspapers were 
sensationalizing this event and stoking 
emotions with less than factual infor-
mation.  Maryland was a slave state 
located below the Mason Dixon Line, 
however there were more free blacks 
than slaves  in Maryland in 1859. 

Questions: 

 Based on these news-
paper articles from the 
Sun in Baltimore in 
1859, what kind of 
reaction do you think 
the general public had 
about the raid  and 
why? 

 Look at a map of Mary-
land.  Why would news 
travel to Frederick 
first about a raid on 
Harpers Ferry? 

 Based on the 
“Background” informa-
tion compare the news-
paper account with the 
real story.  What 
stands out that is most 
different? 

 Based on the newspa-
per article, how far 
was Brown willing to go 
with his insurrection? 

 Define at least three 
different positions the 
general public might 
have taken sides on 
about the raid on 
Harpers Ferry. 

 The subject of slavery 
polarized the American 
public.  What do you 
think opinions were like 
in Maryland at the time 
and why? 

 What contemporary 
topic is as emotional as 
slavery and causes 
people to commit acts 
of violence? 
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Teacher Lesson: 

 

Objective - Students Will: 

Examine a 19th Century Maryland Newspaper article to 

Identify how the raid in Harpers Ferry in October 1859 was reported and  

Recognize the impact of the raid on the opinion of the general public as well as  the 
power of the press. 

 

Curriculum Standsards 

Maryland Voluntary State Curriculum Social Studies/History grade  
SS4&8  4; SS8  4a-5b 
Type of lesson: Mastery Teaching 
Action Plan:  

Anticipatory Set: -  (10 minutes) Students are given the document and worksheet af-
ter some introduction about this era in American History 

 Check for Understanding – (20 minutes) On a separate sheet of paper students 
should write complete sentences to all questions. Students are encouraged to use the 
document to formulate their own answers. 

Independent Practice/Assessment (15 minutes) – Collect responses for assessment, 
and discuss the document by projecting it.  (20 points each and 20 for bonus) 

 

Background Resources: 
Scott, John Anthony.  John Brown of Harper’s Ferry.  New York: Facts on File, 1988. 

Brendan, January.  John Brown’s Raid on Harper’s Ferry. Danbury: Children’s Press, 2000. 

John Brown’s Raid; To Do Battle In The Land.  [videorecording] National Park Service, 1989.  
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