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John Brown 
 
 
Just about everyone knows the name of John Brown. Much of the 

passion and drama we associate with him ties directly to the famous 

mural by John Steuart Curry at the Kansas State Capitol and to his 

time in Kansas Territory. 

 

Brown arrived here in 1855 just as Kansans were deciding whether 

this would be a free or slave state. He was an imposing figure, tall for 

the day, with gray eyes that revealed his inner fire: a belief that 

African Americans should live as free equals in society. He saw an 

opportunity to wage a war for freedom on Kansas soil. 

 

Brown joined his family living in Franklin County. There near the 

Kansas and Missouri border he watched proslavery forces organize 

and he formed a free-state militia with his sons and others 
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sympathetic to the cause. Tensions grew as these opposing militias 

patrolled the border and people started to wonder what Old Man 

Brown would do.  

 

“We have no wars as yet,” Brown wrote to his wife, “but we still have 

abundance of rumors . . . we hear that preparations are [in the] 

making [for] numerous arrests of Free State men.” 

 

But then proslavery men sacked Lawrence in May 1856, and one 

man was killed. Brown’s militia arrived too late to save the town from 

flames. In retaliation, he led an attack on proslavery sympathizers, 

kidnapping and killing five men in Franklin County. Then proslavery 

men destroyed Browns’ shanties and captured two of his sons. The 

militias faced off in the Battle of Black Jack near Baldwin City. This 

violence gained the attention of the nation and earned the nickname, 

Bleeding Kansas. Then two months later Brown’s son was the first 

casualty in the Battle of Osawatomie; in all eight men died that day.  
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After the defeat Brown left Kansas to rally support for his cause. He 

returned months later to free African Americans from slavery along 

the Kansas-Missouri border. After delivering 12 people to safety in 

the North, Brown prepared for his raid on the federal arsenal at 

Harpers Ferry, Virginia. A dozen men died in that failed attempt; 

Brown was tried and executed for treason; and the struggles fought in 

Kansas spread across the nation.  

 


