
   
 

1 of 2   TPS-Barat Teaching with Primary Sources Program | 847-574-2465 
Find out more at http://PrimarySourceNexus.org. 

 
EXCERPTS FROM JOHN BROWN: AN ADDRESS BY FREDERICK DOUGLASS, AT 
THE FOURTEENTH ANNI-VERSARY OF STORER COLLEGE, HARPER'S FERRY, 
WEST VIRGINIA, MAY 30, 1881 
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p. 6 

 Such is the story; with no line softened or hardened to my inclining. It certainly is not a story to please, 

but to pain. It is not a story to increase our sense of social safety and security, but to fill the imagination 

with wild and troubled fancies of doubt and danger. It was a sudden and startling surprise to the people of 

Harper's Ferry, and it is not easy to conceive of a situation more abundant in all the elements of horror and 

consternation. 

p. 7 

Viewed apart and alone, as a transaction separate and distinct from its antecedents and bearings, it takes 

rank with the most cold-blooded and atrocious wrongs ever perpetrated; but just here is the trouble-this 

raid on Harper's Ferry, no more than Sherman's march to the sea can consent to be thus viewed alone. 

p. 12 

Despite the hold which slavery had at time on the country, despite the popular prejudice against the 

Negro, despite the shock which the first alarm occasioned, almost from the first John Brown received a 

large measure of sympathy and appreciation. New England recognized in him the spirit which brought the 

pilgrims to Plymouth rock and hailed him as a martyr and saint. True he had broken the law, true he had 

struck for a despised people, true he had crept upon his foe stealthily, like a wolf upon the fold, and had 

dealt his blow in the dark whilst his enemy slept, but with all this and more to disturb the moral sense, 

men discerned in him the greatest and best qualities known to human nature, and pronounced him "good." 

Many consented to his death, and then went home and taught their children to sing his praise as one whose 

"soul is marching on" through the realms of endless bliss. 

p. 16 

To the outward eye of men, John Brown was a criminal, but to their inward eye he was a just man and 

true. His deeds might be disowned, but the spirit which made those deeds possible was worthy highest 

honor. 
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p. 19 

It must be admitted that Brown assumed tremendous responsibility in making war upon the peaceful 

people of Harper`s Ferry, but it must be remembered also that in his eye a slave-holding community 

could not be peaceable, but was, in the nature of the case, in one incessant state of war. To him such a 

community was not more sacred than a band of robbers: it was the right of any one to assault it by day 

or night. He saw no hope that slavery would ever be abolished by moral or political means: "he 

knew," he said, "the proud and hard hearts of the slave-holders, and that they never would consent to 

give up their slaves, till they felt a big stick about their heads." 

pp. 27-28 

But the question is, Did John Brown fail? He certainly did fail to get out of Harper's Ferry before 

being beaten down by United States soldiers; he did fail to save his own life, and to lead a liberating 

army into the mountains of Virginia. But he did not go to Harper's Ferry to save his life. The true 

question 

is, Did John Brown draw his sword against slavery and thereby lose his life in vain? and to this I 

answer ten thousand times, No! No man fails, or can fail who so grandly gives himself and all he has 

to a righteous cause. 

. . . John Brown, began the war that ended American slavery and made this a free Republic. Until this 

blow was struck, the prospect for freedom was dim, shadowy and uncertain. The irrepressible conflict 

was one of words, votes and compromises. When John Brown stretched forth his arm the sky was 

cleared. The time for compromises was gone--the armed hosts of freedom stood face to face over the 

chasm of a broken Union--and the clash of arms was at hand. The South staked all upon getting 

possession of the Federal Government, and failing to do that, drew the sword of rebellion and thus 

made her own, and not Brown's, the lost cause of the century. 
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Summary: Douglass, in a highly personal speech, praises John Brown as a real hero of the abolitionist 

cause and seeks to promote a better understanding of the raid upon Harper's Ferry. Ends with a few 

words about Brown's companions in the raid. 
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