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«A PLEA FOR CAPTAIN JoHy Brg
(1859)
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—59), a militant abolit}ilogils)t whose guerrijj, actiy,
: ntislavery partisan 10 Kansas ha eenl;upporte i ran:
ties as an & dicals, in October 1859 led a small group of o
scendentalist ra ck 0;1 the arsenal at Harper's Ferry, Virgipn;, % \;g
in a surprise 'attaa broader uprising among 'slaves. He .failed angd W:s
hoped to lnC‘teafter but his death made him an abolitionist gy
E:fsz:ji i%?‘ltlh—sou’th divisions, and helped precipitate the Civil

John Brown (1800

e w

None of the several Transcendept.al eulogies of Brown wa:1 as feryey,
as this one, nor as witheringly critical of Brown’s crlttl)c§ and denoupc.
ers. Indeed, Thoreau never lau@efl another human eing in such ex
alted terms as this. He was irresistibly drawn by Brown’s combinagg,

of homespun shrewdness, zeal in a righteous cause, and above ]

willingness to take decisive, self-sacrificing action for consci.ence’s sake
while the rest of the country dithered. Thoreau characterizes Browy
here as a larger-than-life figure squarely in the Puritan-Revolutionary-
Transcendentalist tradition: as a latter-day Oliver Cromwell, the leader
of the seventeenth-century Puritan revolutionaries. Although Thorea
exaggerated Brown's virtues, he was certainly right in sensing that his
act bore out the claims in “Resistance to Civil Government” of the

power of a single person’s self-reliant action, He was also right in
thinking that Brown would have
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£ was 1O abolition le.crurer that converted hip.

only.
He did not go to the college called Harvard good old Alma M
) ma ater

as she is. I—je was not fed on the pap that i there furnish
phrased it, “I know no more of grammar than one of yourlsc Td. ASBhe
alves.” Byt

he went to the great university of th

sued the study of Liberty, for }\:vhich ix:ctl’ gﬁf;i:;:edéﬂously pur-
and having taken many degrees, he finally commenZ:d i}fondnte)ls§,
practice of Humanity in Kansas, as you all know. Such were /J:r /E::n ic
iries; and not any study of grammar. He would have left a Greek acci:;
slanting the wrong way, and righted up a falling man.

He was one of that class of whom we hear a great deal, but, for the

he leader
Thoreau
" that his
” of the
1ght in
ational

most part, see nothing at all—the Puritans. It would be in vain to kill
him. He died lately in the time of Cromwell, but he reappeared here.
Why should he not? Some of the Puritan stock are said to have come
over and settled in New England. They were a class that did some-
thing else than celebrate their forefathers’ day, and eat parched corn
in remembrance of that time. They were neither Democrats nor Re-
publicans, but men of simple habits, straightforward, prayerful, not
thinking much of rulers who did not fear God, not making many com-

promises, nor seeking after available candidates.
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speak of this event, as 1
“pluck,™—as the Gove

the language 0 b
e about to be
caughtl,1 aniv‘:;or thought he looked so brave. It turns what SWeey, :
when the g f, the remarks of some of My neighy, :SS ?A w
TS,

hear, or hear 0

When we hear :
observed that “he dle. ey
instant suggested a likeness 1n

Others, craven—hearte.
away,” because he resiste
thrown #heir lives, pray?—Suc

singly an ordi .
Yankee-like, “What w1 '
ets by this enterprise. Such a one has no idea o

sense. If it does not lead to a “surprise” party, %f he (1068 NOt get a ney
pair of boots, or a vote of thanks, it must be a failure. “But he won’t gain
any thing by it.” Well, no, I don’t suppose he could get four-ang-
sixpence a day for being hung, take the year round; but then he stands
a chance to save a considerable part of his soul—and such a soull—
when yox do not. No doubt you can get more in your market for a quart
of milk than for a quart of blood, but that is not the market that heroes

carry their blood to. . ..

Our foes are in our midst and all about us. There is hardly a house but

is divided against itself, for our foe is the all but universal woodenness
of both head and heart, the want of vitality in man, which is the effect
of our vice; and hence are begotten fear, superstition, bigotry, persecu-
tion, and slavery of all kinds. We are mere figure-heads upon a hulk,
with livers in the place of hearts. The curse is the worship of idols
which at length changes the worshipper into a stone image himself;

and the New Englander is just as much an idolater as the Hindoo. This
P even a political graven

man was an exception, for he did not set u

image between him and his God.
A church that can never have done wi

while it exists! Away with your broad and

out-houses. Invent a salt that will save you
The modern Christian is a man who
prayers in the liturgy, provided you will

fan ordinary malefactor, though one

rnor of Virginia is reported to have
he gamest man he ever say,”
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f gain but in this worldly
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flat churches, and
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o erward. All his prayers begin wit «
et!y forever looking forward to the

ul i
eepq ” nd he " »”
P eeP: floﬂg cest.” He has consented to perfor

;; 5( s hl;arities’ too, after a f,ashi_on, but he does p
£ od € led ones; he doesn’t wish to have any s
ﬂew_d i contract, to fit it to the present tim
jdded © © 1 the Sabbath, and the blacks all
oflhl? ei’l ¢ merely 2 stagnation of blood, but
evil 18 o doubt, are well disposed, but shuggish

/ 3ﬂY9 1
g:bit’ und they cannot conceive of a man who
otives .
for they e

[hemselves. ;
We dream of foreign countries, of other times and races of me
n’

[acing them at a distance in_history or space; but let some significant

.vent like the present occur in our midst, and we discover, often, thi
distance and this strangeness between us and our nearest, neigh,borss
Theyare our Austrias, and Chinas, and South Sea Islands. Our crowded
society pecomes we}l space(‘i all at once, clean and handsome to the
eye, a CIty of magnlﬁcer}t distances. We discover why it was that we
never got beyond compliments and surfaces with them before; we be-
come aware of as many versts between us and them as there are between
2 wandering Tartar and a Chinese town. The thoughtful man becomes
2 hermit in the thoroughfares of the market-place. Impassable seas
suddenly find their level between us, or dumb steppes stretch them-
selves out there. It is the difference of constitution, of intelligence, and
faith, and not streams and mountains, that make the true and impass-
able boundaries between individuals and between states. None but the
like-minded can come plenipotentiary to our court.

I read all the newspapers I could get within a week after this event,
and T do not remember in them a single expression of sympathy for
these men. I have since seen one noble statement, in a Boston paper,
not editorial. Some voluminous sheets decided not to prnt the ifull
report of Brown’s words to the exclus.ion of other matt;r. It w:l :s ;i 3
publisher should reject the manuscript of thcle N}T'Wh Ce(i;‘ﬂt:}meé e
print Wilson’s last speech. The same Journ® ¥ '« with the reports
pregnant News, was chiefly filled, 1o e C%:I?HB;H the descent to
of the political conventions that were being 4 this contrast, been
them was too steep. They should have bee? S{;]al'e ices and de;:ds of
printed in an extra at jeast To rum from the VO
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Gy OnV b .
olmcall Cb'ect ot so much to what they_ have omitte i n, Sa‘\m 5610 . C(O O(df‘
s d. Even the Ltberator called it “a misguideq o Whay ‘3?\@5‘, 25
have inserted. offort.” As for the herd of newspap’ewﬂd, ansh“: 2 e - ob“
tly insané— i . . TS g . " qe
zmegy I ‘1’ print any thing which he knows will \lltimatg{ Who &a‘“ ie\"es
eliberately is i X !
d uce the number of his subscribers. They g, b, qv

: Rt hi 1
dient. How then can they print truh; HW:&\\Q\\ aal €0

manently red
hey argue, nobody will attend to us. Ang Ong, O(thgd d

that it would be expe

ings, t ; :
(Si?)ylipkl: ifigz tt}rlavgliing quctioneers, wl.lo sm%1 an obscer.le son -110(:‘5\1 t{‘;gimcg
t0 draw a crowd around them. .Repub.ll.can e htors, obliged ¢, e th:“ ass'lste
sentences ready for the morning ed}'fmn’ it ScTuStamed tidgs t govefﬂ,
every thing by the ewilight of POhUC“S’ elx?jressfno ?df},llration, 5 ma'm‘\‘
true sorrow even, but call these men “deluded fanatics \“miStakeh ner®
men”—"insane,” Of «crazed.” It suggests what a sane set of editors . W
are blessed with, 7ot “mistaken men”; who know very well oy whicy gove
side their bread is buttered, at least. . ... ol
i) (e
Prominent and influential editors, accustomed to deal with politi. e
cians, men of an infinitely lower grade, say, in their ignorance, that e e
acted “on the principle of revenge.” They do not know the man. They
must enlarge themselves to conceive of him. I have no doubt that the 2

time will come when they will begin to see him as he was. They have
got to conceive of a man of faith and of religious principle, and nota
politician nor an Indian; of a man who did not wait till he was person-
ally interfered with or thwarted in some harmless business before he
gave his life to the cause of the oppressed.
... I'wish I could say that Brown was the representative of the North
H.e was 2 superior man. He did not value his bodily life in comparison
with ideal things. He did not recognize unjust human laws, but resisted
them as he was bid. For once we are lifted out of the trivialr’less and dust
of politics into the region of truth and manhood. No man in America
has ever stood up so persistently and effectively for the dignity of hu-
man nature, knowing himself for a man, and the ual of d all gov-
ernments. In that sense he was the most A mer: S
OSt American of us all. He needed




Secul, ]
ulay Rq‘brm Antx.rim'er)x - 375

wver, making false issues, to ¢
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our respect. . .

. quiet at Harper’s Ferry,” say the journals, What is the character
esll 18 qulm which follows when the law and the slaveholder prevails |
of that Cﬁis event as a touchstone designed to bring out, with glaring
. = ss, the character of this government. We needed to be thus
disanctne s’ee it by the light of history. It needed to see itself. When 4
gssisted O 't uts forth its strength on the side of injustice, as ours to
m:emfneglagery and kill the liberators of the slave, it reveals itself a
mamtalgrute force, or worse, a demoniacal force. . . .
mere_l)’ 1k about a representative government; but what a monster of a
z;rt::ent is that where the noble§t facultigs of the mind, and t%xe
w% Je heart, are not represented. A semi-human tiger or ox, stalking over

ith i he top of its brain shot away.
o ' with its heart taken out and t '
rﬂoal With Poly; g:e zi?}}:;ve fought well on their stumps when their legs were hshot off,
¢ the o thith, 2 e by such a government as that.
V the .. b but I never heard of any good done by g
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Ong M, Sy e continually shocked by ] .
Ala(;fslav T Q:‘:titg ! & 1‘he}’k:('jh Zyaihe violent death of the :lav:;]l?l'ﬁe}rla‘t;itszrone tﬁght
. % z ) (6]
Cap Sachh@s. Tb ) :}’ be S},l'?lcbe more shocked by his life than by his death. I sha Zr(;
ey W Sh%s@% ‘an guch ":’;r J to think him mistaken in his method whe quickest succeeds
81'11,' 1)0 R ap ‘sﬁ’e he f-or‘;are che slave. I s.peak for the slave when I say, that I prefer the
“l‘iqa’ tbat le s _hbn o ropY of Captain Brown to that philanthropy which neither
Qg the D phdacs e hber.ates me. At any rate, I do not think it s quite sane
L Te S.ho(o,ne to spend his \yhole life in t?lking Or writing about this ma-
2 tofl‘ts for anless he 1S contmupusly inspired, and I have not done so. A
: N ¢ 0% te:n may have other affairs o attend to. I do not wish to ki]| nor to be
Ithel_ S, alldp Cled, but I can fores.ee circumstances in which both these things
OSin,, - Otk t Jould be by me unavoidable. We preserve the so-called peace of our

ommunity by deeds of petty violence
;an’s billy and handcuffs! Look at the ja
the chaplain regiment! We are hoping

every day. Look at the police-
il! Look at the gallows! Look at

only to live safely on the out-

) m skirts of 7his provisional army. So we defend ourselves and our hen-
% Tse, that a roosts, and maintaln. slavery. I know that the mass of my countrymen
Ates ay 1,8 blz( think that the only righteous use that can be made of Sharp’s rifles and
u Cvep blgdant revolvers is to fight duels with them, when we are insulted by other
115 th ebiud nations, or to hunt Indians, or shoot fugitive slaves with them, or the
Nt C, h like. I think that for once the Sharp’s rifles and the revolvers were
1ze ap d emp(lioyed i}rll a righteous cause. The tools were in the hands of one who
Id use them. . ..
e I am here to plead his cause with you. I plead not for his life, but for his
ng the cop character—nhis immortal life; and so it becomes your cause whol.ly, and
 that Whey is not his in the least. Some eighteen hundred years ago Christ was
ST, Of thyge crucified; this morning, perchance, Captain Brown was hupg. These
IOWing the £ are the two ends of a chain which is not without its links. He is not Old
] made Brown any longer; he is an angel of light.
s, but they | [ see now that it was necessary that the bravest and humanest man
y cy

in all the country should be hung. Perhaps he saw it himself. I almost

] fear that I may yet hear of his deliverance, doubting if a prolonged life,
t[};e ;g: if any life, can do as much good as his death.
tho

“Misguided” “Garrulous” “Insane” “Vindictive” So yf;: writ;: }i}n
your easy chairs, and thus he wounded respopds from the .0:)1{] 0 tai
Armory, clear asa cloudless sky, true as t.he voice of natufre is: Mokm :
sent me here; it was my own prompung and that of my Maker.

. ”
r in human form.
acknowledge no maste : . !
And in what a sweet and noble strain he proceeds, addressing his
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nd over him: “I thin.k, my fr.iends, YOU are e
nst God and humanity, and it would pe Perfectlty ,

captors, who sta
rfere with you so far as to free those you W_Y gh

great wrong agal

for any one to inte' y 5
a(x)lii wi}::kedly hold in bondage. i fie i f‘l‘ly
And referring to his movement: “It is, in my Opinion, g .

%

»
service a man can render to God.
“I pity the poor in bondage that have none to help them, e .

I am here; not to gratify any personal animosity, revenge, or Vindicdz
spirit. It is my sympathy W.ith d_)e k% R and th”e WIOnged, thy, arg
as good as you, and as precious in the sight of Go.d.

You don’t know your testament when you see it. . . _
I foresee the time when the painter will paint that scene, no longer
going to Rome for a subject; the poet will sing it; the historian record i,
and, with the Landing of the Pilgrims and the Declaration of Indepep.
dence, it will be the ornament of some future national gallery, whep o,
least the present form of Slavery shall be no more here. We shal| then
be at liberty to weep for Captain Brown. Then, and not il then, we
will take our revenge.




