
		
			
				[image: Cover for John Brown, Abolitionist]
			

		

	
		
			Praise for David S. Reynolds’s

			John Brown, Abolitionist

			Winner of the Gustavus Myers Award

			“Brilliant….It took nine decades of struggle for America to approach John Brown’s goal of civil rights for all ethnic minorities. Even today the goal is not fully realized.”
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			Preface

			A word about my subtitle. The Abolitionist John Brown (1800–1859) did not end American slavery. The Thirteenth Amendment, ratified by the states six years after his death, did that. But he can be said to have killed slavery in the way described by his contemporary Wendell Phillips, who said that after Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry, Virginia, slavery was like a fallen pine, still green but dying. In a speech at Brown’s funeral Phillips declared, “John Brown has loosened the roots of the slave system; it only breathes,—it does not live,—hereafter.” “Kill” is an apt word for Brown, who went to murderous extremes, unlike other Abolitionists, most of whom were pacifists who disavowed violence.

			By the same token, Brown did not cause the Civil War, which resulted from a host of social, political, and cultural forces. But he sparked the war to a degree that no other American did. “Begin” is the word Frederick Douglass chose: “If John Brown did not end the war that ended slavery, he did, at least, begin the war that ended slavery.”

			The immediate trigger of the war, of course, was the South’s secession after the election of Lincoln. But the choice of Lincoln itself was influenced by the hostilities inflamed by Brown. The Republicans, tarred by their opponents with responsibility for Harpers Ferry, tried to calm sectional animosities by choosing the moderate dark horse, Lincoln, over more controversial candidates. Southern extremists, meanwhile, manipulated the panic over John Brown’s raid to add fuel to the anti-Northern frenzy that led to the splintering of Lincoln’s opponents into three parties, thereby ensuring his election and bringing on secession.

			The polarized passions created by Brown’s attack on Harpers Ferry, then, contributed to the election of Lincoln. One might posit that a Lincoln presidency would not have existed without John Brown.

			Lincoln at first shrank from waging a war for emancipation, which he said would be “a John Brown raid, on a gigantic scale.” But is there any question that Lincoln and his generals did not, in effect, end up following Brown’s lead by condoning God-ordained violence? Think about Sherman’s march, and then reconsider those who criticize Brown for using violence in the name of a higher political and religious cause.

			John Brown planted seeds for the civil rights movement by making a pioneering demand for complete social and political equality for America’s ethnic minorities. To be sure, many other Americans have contributed to civil rights. But only one white reformer lived continuously among blacks, penned a revised American constitution awarding them full rights, and gave his life in a violent effort to liberate the slaves. That’s why the Second Niagara Movement (which became the NAACP), the forerunner of the civil rights movement, hailed Brown as one “who had no predecessors, and can have no successors.” And that’s why no other white person in American history has been more beloved over time among African Americans than John Brown.

			It may be discomfiting to think that some of America’s greatest social liberties sprang in part from a man who can be viewed as a terrorist. But John Brown was a man not only of violence but of eloquence and firmness of principle. His widely reprinted declarations against slavery impressed the intellectual leaders Ralph Waldo Emerson, who said Brown’s speech to Virginia court was as great as the Gettysburg Address, and Henry David Thoreau, who declared that Brown’s words were more powerful than his rifles.

			Besides, Brown saw slavery as a state of war against an entire race. Sometimes a social evil is so egregious, so entrenched, that violence is the only answer. For those of John Brown’s moral vision, American slavery—a system of oppression, torture, rape, and murder—had to be eliminated by any means. As it was.

			John Brown declared that slavery would end only after “verry much bloodshed” [sic]. Unfortunately, he was right.

			NOTE:

			In the current edition of John Brown, Abolitionist, I’ve made a few slight changes of the original book. In chapter 17, I provide fresh evidence of Brown’s influence on Lincoln’s election and on the war that ended slavery.
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			The Party

			One of the most symbolic events of the Civil War occurred in a mansion. The event was the reception held on January 1, 1863, at the Medford, Massachusetts, estate of the businessman George L. Stearns to celebrate the Emancipation Proclamation, which had been issued that afternoon by President Lincoln.

			Stearns called the affair “the John Brown Party.” The highlight of the evening was the unveiling of a marble bust of John Brown, the antislavery martyr who had died on a scaffold three years earlier after his doomed, heroic effort to free the slaves by leading a twenty-two-man raid on Harpers Ferry, Virginia.

			Brown’s presence was felt elsewhere in America that day. The Union general Robert H. Milroy, stationed near Harpers Ferry, read Lincoln’s proclamation aloud to his regiment, which spontaneously thundered forth the war song “John Brown’s Body,” with its heady chorus about Brown “mouldering in the grave” while “his soul keeps marching on.” The Emancipation Proclamation made General Milroy feel as though John Brown’s spirit had merged with his. “That hand-bill order,” he said, “gave Freedom to the slaves through and around the region where Old John Brown was hung. I felt then that I was on duty, in the most righteous cause that man ever drew sword in.”

			In Boston, a tense wait had ended in midafternoon when the news came over the wires that the proclamation had been put into effect. At a Jubilee Concert in the Music Hall, Ralph Waldo Emerson read his Abolitionist poem “Boston Hymn” and was followed by performances of Handel’s Hallelujah Chorus, Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, and Mendelssohn’s “Hymn of Praise.” That evening at Tremont Temple a huge crowd cheered as the proclamation was read aloud and exploded into song when Frederick Douglass led in singing “Blow Ye the Trumpet, Blow!,” the joyous hymn that had been Brown’s favorite and had been sung at his funeral.

			A number of people missed the Boston celebration because they had gone to George Stearns’s twenty-six-acre estate in nearby Medford for the John Brown Party. The party was, in its own way, as meaningful as Lincoln’s proclamation. It celebrated the man who had sparked the war that led to this historic day. Lincoln’s proclamation, freeing millions of enslaved blacks, sped the process that led eventually to civil rights. John Brown’s personal war against slavery had been a main catalyst of this process.

			Gathered in Stearns’s elegant home was a motley group. Stearns himself, long-bearded and earnest, had made a fortune manufacturing lead pipes. His guests included the bald, spectacled William Lloyd Garrison and the volatile Wendell Phillips, pioneers of Abolitionism; the stately, reserved philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson, magus of Transcendentalism; his idealistic cohort Amos Bronson Alcott, who was there with his daughter, Louisa May, soon to captivate young readers with Little Women; Franklin Sanborn, the Concord schoolteacher whose students included children of Emerson, John Brown, and Henry James, Sr.; and the red-haired, vivacious Julia Ward Howe, writer of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” They represented cultural threads that had once been aimed in various directions but were now unified in their devotion to the memory of John Brown.

			Garrison and Phillips had since the 1830s called for immediate emancipation of the slaves or, barring that, separation of the North and the South. Garrison, long committed to pacifism, had advocated moral argument as the sole means of fighting slavery until John Brown’s self-sacrificing battles inspired him to espouse a more militant stance. Phillips, long driven by his disgust with slavery to curse the Constitution and the American Union, had come to espouse Brown’s vision of a unified nation based on rights for people of all ethnicities.

			Emerson had begun his career alienated from the antislavery cause but had taken it up with growing zeal that culminated in his famous statement that John Brown would “make the gallows as glorious as the cross.” Along with Thoreau, who had died the previous year, he had been chiefly responsible for rescuing Brown from infamy and oblivion. Alcott, too, had played a part in the resuscitation of Brown, whom he called “the type and synonym of the Just.” If, as Alfred Kazin suggests, without John Brown there would have been no Civil War, we would add that without the Concord Transcendentalists, John Brown would have had little cultural impact.

			And without Julia Ward Howe, John Brown may not have become fused with American myth. The wife of Samuel Gridley Howe, one of those who had financed Brown, she wrote “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” to the tune of “John Brown’s Body,” retaining its “Glory, glory hallelujah” and changing “His soul goes marching on” to “His truth is marching on.” With her memorable images of a just God “trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored,” and loosening “the fateful lightnings of His terrible swift sword” against the slaveholding South, she caught the essence of John Brown, a devout Calvinist who considered himself predestined to stamp out slavery. She had coupled his God-inspired antislavery passion with the North’s mission and had thus helped define America.

			Another of Stearns’s guests, Frank Sanborn, helped define John Brown. In 1857 he had introduced Brown to several reformers who, along with him, would make up the group of Brown’s backers known as the Secret Six. A zealous Brown booster, he would perpetuate the legend of the heroic Brown in his writings of the post–Civil War period.

			As for George Stearns, besides having been the chief contributor of funds and arms to Brown, he was largely responsible for pushing Brown’s ideal of racial justice toward civil rights. He once declared, “I consider it the proudest act of my life that I gave good old John Brown every pike and rifle he carried to Harper’s Ferry.” Just as Brown had assigned prominent positions to blacks in his antislavery activities, so Stearns led the recruitment of blacks for the Union army. After the war, Stearns would fight for passage of the Fifteenth Amendment, which gave suffrage to blacks.

			That these and assorted other reformers, writers, and society people would gather on Emancipation Day to honor John Brown was more than fitting. From their perspective, it was inevitable. Everyone present believed that without John Brown this day would not have come, at least not as soon as it did.

			Several at the party had doubts about President Lincoln. Despite his deep hatred of slavery, Lincoln had acted with politic moderation early in his presidency. Hoping to preserve the Union by conciliating the South, he had supported the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 (anathema even to some of the most conservative Northerners), had endorsed a constitutional amendment preserving slavery where it already existed, had revoked an emancipation proclamation in Missouri, and had advocated colonization for blacks, who, he said, could never live on equal terms with whites in America due to racial differences. In response, Wendell Phillips had written a bitter article, “Abraham Lincoln, Slave-hound of Illinois.” Garrison was so angry that he wrote of Lincoln, “He has evidently not a drop of anti-slavery blood in his veins; and he seems incapable of uttering a humane or generous sentiment respecting the enslaved millions in our land.”

			As strange as such statements appear today, they were not so to those who had known John Brown and had absorbed his progressive racial views. There was good reason Stearns had organized a John Brown Party instead of an Abraham Lincoln Party.

			Although Stearns and his guests were overjoyed by the president’s proclamation, they saw Lincoln as a latecomer to emancipation, a goal for which John Brown had given his life. In 1861, two years before Lincoln’s proclamation, Stearns, Sanborn, Phillips, and other followers of Brown had formed an Emancipation League, whose aim was to win over Lincoln to the idea that freeing the slaves must be the primary mission of the Union war effort. The league issued a public document demanding emancipation “as a measure of justice, and as a military necessity.” As a first step, Stearns wrote in a letter to Lincoln, black troops were needed to ensure a Union victory. Lincoln accepted the strategy after Stearns had devoted most of 1862 traveling thousands of miles throughout the North and organizing ten black regiments, including the famous 54th Massachusetts, led by Colonel Robert Gould Shaw.

			The use of black soldiers was just one of Brown’s forward-looking measures that impelled George Stearns to single out John Brown for tribute that evening.

			Although the white marble bust of Brown, which Stearns and his wife had commissioned Edwin A. Brackett to sculpt in 1859 while the imprisoned Brown awaited execution, had long been a fixture in the Stearns mansion, unveiling it anew on Emancipation Day gave it fresh significance. The bust, which many compared to Michelangelo’s Moses, was an idealized rendering. It invested the stern, hatchet-faced Brown with a calm Jovian dignity. It gleamed against the black walnut wainscoting on the landing of the Stearnses’ curved staircase as the hushed crowd below heard Emerson read his “Boston Hymn” and Julia Ward Howe give a powerful recitation her “Battle Hymn of the Republic.”

			The journalist James Redpath would later see the bust in the Boston Athenaeum amid Roman statuary and would comment that it might well be Moses but certainly was not John Brown. True: But, then, who was John Brown?

			Perhaps the most significant meaning of the John Brown Party was that everyone present was joined by an idealistic vision of a man who, in other circles, was branded as a murderer, a thief, and an insane fanatic. The pristine purity of Brackett’s bust was as distant from John Brown’s real looks as the starry-eyed hero worship of Stearns’s guests was from a true appraisal of his achievements.
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			The fact is that during his life and after it Brown gave rise to significant misreadings that shaped the course of American history. Brown himself had misread the slaves and sympathetic whites among the locals, whom he expected to rally in masses to his side as soon as his raid on Harpers Ferry began. The blacks he liberated misread him, since, by most reports, few of them voluntarily joined him in the battle against the Virginia troops—a fact that may have contributed to the fatal delay on the part of Brown, who had expected “the bees to hive” as soon as his liberation plan became known among the slaves.

			Most important, Brown himself became the subject of crucial misreadings. Although after the raid he was at first denounced by most Northerners, a few influential individuals, especially the Transcendentalists, salvaged his reputation by placing him on the level of Christ—a notable misreading of a man who, despite his remarkable virtues, had violent excesses, as evidenced by the nighttime slaughter of five proslavery residents he had directed in Pottawatomie, Kansas. The Transcendentalist image of Brown spread throughout the North and was fanned by books, melodramas, poems, and music—culminating in “John Brown’s Body,” the inspiring song chanted by tens of thousands of Union troops as they marched south.

			At the same time that this misreading swept the North, an opposite one was pervading the South. The South’s initial grudging admiration for Brown’s courage was quickly overwhelmed by a paranoid fear that he was a malicious aggressor who represented the entire North—a tremendous and tragic misreading, since virtually everyone in the Northern-led Republican Party, from Lincoln to Seward, actually disapproved of his violent tactics. The South’s misreading was fanned by Democratic Party propaganda that unjustifiably smeared the Republicans with responsibility for Harpers Ferry. In this view, “Black Republicanism” meant not only “nigger-worship” but also deep alliance with John Brown, whom the Democrats characterized as a villain of the blackest dye.

			These dual misreadings, positive and negative, were perpetuated in biographies of Brown. The early biographers were mainly people who had known Brown personally and who idolized him—they therefore twisted facts to make him seem heroic, at times godlike. In reaction, there arose a school of biographers intent upon exploding this saintly image. They swung to the other extreme of portraying him as little more than a cold-blooded murderer, horse thief, inflexible egotist, fanatical visionary, and shady businessman.

			These extremes of hagiography and vilification were in time answered by scholarly objectivity. Several biographers—most notably Oswald Garrison Villard and Stephen B. Oates—present information about Brown’s life factually, unfiltered by partisan bias. Villard and Oates pitilessly expose Brown’s savagery at Pottawatomie and question the wisdom of his provisional constitution and his attack on Harpers Ferry, even as they praise his humanitarian aims.

			Still, there is a danger to an overstrict insistence on impartiality. One reviewer’s comment on Villard—i.e., that he “holds a position of impartiality, and almost of aloofness”—speaks for the best modern biographies. For example, biographers have waffled on the issue of Brown’s sanity, leaving it as an unsolved problem. One can be objective without remaining impartial about the crucial moral, political, and human issues that Brown’s life poses.

			My stand on some key issues is: (a) Brown was not insane; instead, he was a deeply religious, flawed, yet ultimately noble reformer; (b) the Pottawatomie affair was indeed a crime, but it was what today would be called a war crime committed against proslavery settlers by a man who saw slavery itself as an unprovoked war of one race against another; and (c) neither Brown’s provisional constitution nor the Harpers Ferry raid were wild-eyed, erratic schemes doomed to failure: instead, they reflect Brown’s overconfidence in whites’ ability to rise above racism and in blacks’ willingness to rise up in armed insurrection against their masters.

			The current book develops these and other arguments by placing Brown fully in historical context. This is emphatically a cultural biography, a term that demands explanation. Cultural biography is based on the idea that human beings have a dynamic, dialogic relationship to many aspects of their historical surroundings, such as politics, society, literature, and religion.

			The special province of the cultural biographer is to explore this relationship, focusing on three questions: How does my subject reflect his or her era? How does my subject transcend the era—that is, what makes him or her unique? What impact did my subject have on the era?

			Cultural biography takes an Emersonian approach to the human subject. As Emerson writes, “the ideas of the time are in the air, and infect all who breathe it….We learn of our contemporaries what they know without effort, and almost through the pores of our skin.” The cultural biographer explores the historical “air” surrounding the subject and describes the process by which the air seeped through the pores of his or her skin. “Great geniuses are parts of the times,” Melville wrote; “they themselves are the times, and possess a correspondent coloring.” Once the biographer accepts the cultural environment as a viable area of study, new vistas of information and insight open up. John Brown emerges in cultural biography not as an isolated, insane antislavery terrorist but as an amalgam of social currents—religious, reformist, racial, and political—that found explosive realization in him.

			Most standard biographies, of course, contain some information about a subject’s historical milieu. Cultural biography, however, analyzes this milieu not as window dressing—not as something “out there,” on the fringes of personal life—but rather as a dynamic entity constantly seeping into the subject’s psyche and shaping his or her behavior. Character traits usually explained psychologically have social dimensions. Cultural signifiers color the most private thoughts. If John Brown’s effort to wipe out slavery by raiding Virginia with a tiny band of men seems absurd when viewed as an isolated military act, it makes sense when seen in light of the slave revolts, guerilla warfare, and revolutionary Christianity that were major sources of inspiration for him.

			Cultural biography illuminates not only the subject’s life but also national history. John Jay Chapman noted in 1910, “John Brown and his raid are an epitome, a popular summary of the history of the United States between the Missouri Compromise and the Gettysburg celebration….He is as big as myth, and the story of him is an immortal legend—perhaps the only one in our history.” Similarly, the novelist Albion Tourgée wrote, “John Brown!…Cause and Consequence!…The climax of one age and the harbinger of another!”

			Despite such statements made long ago, little has been done to fit John Brown into American history. Although the Harpers Ferry raid is widely acknowledged as a major event leading to the Civil War, the historical forces that contributed to and resulted from the raid have yet to be described with care. A main obstacle to a historical understanding of Brown has been the long-standing view of him as a crazed fanatic with few links to mainstream American history. A large part of this book is devoted to tracing such links. As shall be seen, placing John Brown fully in his times freshly illuminates, among other things, the legacy of Puritanism, the significance of slave revolts, the varieties of antislavery activism, racial attitudes, the social impact of Transcendentalism, and, more generally, the causes of the Civil War. Literary history, too, is illuminated, since many imaginative writers—Melville, Whitman, Whittier, Victor Hugo, to name a few—wrote eloquently about Brown. Finally, new dimensions of popular culture come to light, since Brown was a cultural icon variously championed and denigrated in popular literature, music, and art.

			A potential danger of using a subject’s life to explore history is that the subject can get lost in the process. If a person is described as an amalgam of social and cultural currents, what happens to the notion of individuality? Since society and culture influence everybody, why is it that we isolate one person from the rest? What makes him or her special?

			Cultural biography, rightly executed, reveals not only how a subject reflects the social environment but also how he or she transcends it. Once again Emerson’s philosophy sheds light on the subject. In Emerson’s view the “representative” human being mirrors the social environment while at the same time remaining unique. Emerson’s most memorable concept, self-reliance, asserts the utterly original, self-contained nature of the fully developed individual. Cultural biography can lapse into flaccid history without repeated reminders of the ways in which the subject, while influenced by cultural surroundings, contributed something new, often startlingly so, as a result of his or her unique angle of vision.

			A comparison of John Brown with his contemporary Walt Whitman is useful here, since they were people of different temperaments and convictions responding to the same set of social conditions. Their most memorable contributions—the early editions of Whitman’s Leaves of Grass and Brown’s antislavery activities in Kansas and Virginia—occurred almost simultaneously, between 1855 and 1860. The two men shared a deep concern for the fate of their nation, which they saw torn over slavery. The distinction between the two lies in their radically different, wholly original responses to the national crisis. Whitman, fearing the impending separation of the North and the South, created all-embracing poetry meant to become a model of togetherness and cohesion for the divided nation. Brown, concerned solely with ending slavery, resorted to violence to disrupt the South’s peculiar institution. Whitman sought to provide America with healing and reconciliation through poetic language; Brown sought to purge America of its greatest injustice through military action.

			Although both envisaged a transformed American society in which people of all races enjoyed equal rights, the method each chose to bring about this society was unique. Whitman’s sweeping, inclusive free verse and all-absorbing poetic persona were unlike anything else in antebellum literature. Likewise, Brown’s brand of antislavery terrorism was sui generis. An important task of my cultural biography is to identify how John Brown was unique in his espousal of violence and why he became so.

			As Emerson saw perhaps more clearly than anyone else did, a person’s uniqueness need not isolate him or her from the surrounding culture. To the contrary, the more confidently individualistic someone is, the greater the influence that person is likely to have. The self-reliant individual has social repercussions. “A man Caesar is born,” Emerson wrote, “and for ages after we have a Roman Empire….An institution is the lengthened shadow of one man; as, the Reformation, of Luther; Quakerism, of Fox; Methodism, of Wesley; Abolition, of Clarkson….[A]ll history resolves itself very easily into the biography of a few stout and earnest persons.”

			Whereas standard biographies typically end with the subject’s death, cultural biography recognizes that in many cases death is just the start of a person’s real significance. One of the Transcendentalists’ paradoxical points about John Brown was that he didn’t truly live until he had died. “He is more alive than he ever was,” Thoreau said after Brown was hanged. “He has earned immortality….He is no longer working in secret. He works in public, and in the clearest light that shines on this land.”

			To gauge Brown’s impact properly, the cultural biographer must analyze his powerful influence on the Civil War. At the end of the war, Emerson wrote in his journal, “It has been impossible to keep the name & fame of John Brown out of the war from the first to the last.” He was right. The disgruntled proslavery journalist Charles Chauncey Burr, confronted with the South’s impending defeat, in 1863 castigated Lincoln for having waged “a stupendous John Brown raid” on the South. Tracing Lincoln’s war aims to John Brown, Burr lamented, “No man can support such a war without being a disciple and follower of the old thief and assassin of Osawatomie [i.e., Brown]….You are either for Lincolnism or against it.”

			There was some truth in Burr’s assessment of the Civil War as a “John Brown raid” on a large scale. The war increasingly reflected John Brown’s strategies and goals. In 1861, at the beginning of the war, Lincoln’s main aim was not to stamp out slavery but to save the Union; as seen, his pronouncements about the war seemed so conservative with regard to slavery that Abolitionists like Garrison and Phillips excoriated him. By 1863, following the lead of John Brown’s supporters, Lincoln had become a warrior for emancipation. The Gettysburg Address, following on the heels of the Emancipation Proclamation, mirrored John Brown’s social vision, since it broadened American egalitarianism, as described in the Declaration of Independence, to include blacks. Moreover, Lincoln’s embrace of the tactics of “total war,” as waged by his generals Sherman and Grant, echoed John Brown’s approach to ending slavery through all-out violence. Like John Brown before them, they were willing to take extreme measures, including attacks on civilians, to defeat their proslavery enemies. Given Lincoln’s increasingly Brown-like vision, it is understandable that his Second Inaugural Address, in which he declared that a sternly judgmental God might make the war last “until every drop of blood drawn with the lash, shall be paid by another drawn with the sword,” coupled antislavery passion with Calvinistic images in a manner strikingly reminiscent of many of Brown’s pronouncements.

			Brown’s long-term impact has been manifested in many ways, perhaps most significantly among African Americans. Viewed as a whole, Brown’s career anticipated a panoply of civil rights goals, some of which America is still struggling to achieve. The right to vote; the right to participate in government; the right to be paid equally for equal work; and the right to live in an integrated society free of prejudice—John Brown had envisaged all these rights for blacks and other minority groups. No other white person, not even Lincoln, has been so widely admired among American blacks as has John Brown. W. E. B. Du Bois, Langston Hughes, Malcolm X, and many other prominent figures have extolled him. Although the fully integrated society Brown envisaged, in which people of all races and both sexes participate equally in America’s democratic system, is still far from being realized, social conscience on racial issues has improved markedly as a result of increasing acceptance of the ideals he lived and died for.

			Which takes us back to the John Brown Party at George Stearns’s home on Emancipation Day. Stearns, the champion of civil rights policies he had learned from Brown, chose the African American J. B. Smith to cater his function. Even though Smith, who had distinguished himself by earning a living catering functions at Harvard, was usually punctilious about collecting money for his work, he refused to bill the Stearnses for the evening. He wanted to contribute his services in honor of the man who had given his life to free 4 million members of his race.

		

	
		
			2
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			The Puritan

			A Southern political cartoon of 1863 spoke volumes about the paranoia John Brown had aroused in the Confederacy. The cartoon, titled “Worship of the North,” pictures an altar with the word PURITANISM blazoned across its base and FREE-LOVE, SPIRIT RAPPING, ATHEISM, and NEGRO WORSHIP on the bricks above it. On the altar sits an ugly Lincoln, beside whom lies the dying American Union. Flanking the altar are antislavery leaders of the Republican Party, including Charles Sumner and William Henry Seward. An African in tribal dress looms at the side of the group holding an odd-looking spear. Hovering over all are Satan and a statue of John Brown, both also holding spears.

			The cartoon illustrates the often-neglected fact that the Civil War was far more than a struggle between the North and the South over social issues such as slavery, economics, and states rights. These social issues were intensified by profound cultural differences, real and perceived. John Brown was at the epicenter of this conflict.

			The South’s view of him as a demonic Northerner is made clear in the cartoon, where his statue stands like an idol above the altar on the same level as Satan. From the South’s perspective, the “Worship of the North” was devil worship, and John Brown was Satan’s main accomplice.

			The spears held by the statue, Satan, and the African represent the pikes John Brown had distributed at Harpers Ferry among the blacks he temporarily freed from slavery. He had designed the pikes, made of bowie knives attached to poles, to be used as weapons by the blacks against white pursuers. For Southerners, the John Brown pike epitomized the twin horrors of Northern aggression and slave revolts.

			The other images in the cartoon were also linked with the satanic Brown. Lincoln and his antislavery cronies, from this Southern perspective, were Brown’s worshipers. The moribund American Union was his victim. The armed African was the product of his raid, as was the North’s sympathy for blacks, parodied in the racist phrase NEGRO WORSHIP.
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					“Worship of the North” (proslavery political cartoon; unattributed).

				
			
			The remaining words on the altar indicated the depth of the South’s hostility. SPIRIT RAPPING and FREE-LOVE were two of the countless “isms” the South associated with Northern society. Movements such as spiritualism, free love, Fourierism, Transcendentalism, and women’s rights had, in fact, sprouted prolifically in the antebellum North, a society caught in the throes of reform and creative ferment. These Northern movements prompted both disgust and smugness in the South. For Southerners, Northern society was wild and anarchic, given to ever-shifting fads that were essentially godless (hence the ATHEISM on the cartoon altar). Abolitionism was an especially wicked example of Northern fanaticism. The South, which considered itself a stable society supported by the “civilizing” institution of slavery, regarded the North as a chaos of homegrown theories rooted in that Ur-source of subversiveness: New England Puritanism.

			The PURITANISM at the base of the cartoon was as telling as was the Brown statue at the top. From the South’s perspective, seventeenth-century Puritanism had contributed to the Northern cultural evils that found their culmination in Brown.

			Normally, Puritanism does not factor in histories of the Civil War. A widely held view is that Puritanism, far from stirring up warlike emotions, had by the nineteenth century softened into a benign faith in America’s millennial promise. Supposedly, it buttressed mainstream cultural values, fostering consensus and conformity.

			For many in the Civil War era, however, Puritanism meant radical individualism and subversive social agitation. In 1863, the Democratic congressman Samuel Cox typically blamed the Civil War on disruptive New England reform movements that he said were rooted in Puritanism. He insisted that fanatical Abolitionism caused the war, and, in his words, “Abolition is the offspring of Puritanism….Puritanism is a reptile which has been boring into the mound, which is the Constitution, and this civil war comes in like a devouring sea!” Charles Chauncey Burr, another defender of the South, bewailed “this terrible Puritan war.” Burr painted the history of the North as a dark drama of aggressive Puritanism:

			
				The nature of Puritanism is to tolerate nothing that it dislikes, and to fight every thing that dislikes it….Nothing escapes it. About a third of a century ago it drove at slavery—swore that it would either break up slavery, or break up the Union….It organized, sent forth agents and lecturers, printed tracts and newspapers, to fill the Northern mind full of its own fanaticism, and to teach the slaves how to poison or murder their masters….On, on, this implacable Puritanism drove, destroying social unity, and sowing the seeds of anarchy, despotism and war, until its harvest of death was ready to be gathered.

			

			This demonization of Puritanism made its way into Southern war songs, such as “The Southern Cross,” which painted the South as peaceful and free until ruined by the “Puritan” North:

			
				How peaceful and blest was America’s soil,

				’Till betrayed by the guile of the Puritan demon,

				Which lurks under virtue, and springs from its coil,

				To fasten its fangs in the life blood of freemen.

			

			What linked Puritanism with Northern reform was its powerful heritage of antinomianism—the breaking of human law in the name of God. Antinomian rebels from Anne Hutchinson onward put divine grace above social codes. In the nineteenth century this spirit fostered a law-flouting individualism that appeared variously in militant Abolitionism, Transcendentalist self-reliance, and the “individual sovereignty” championed by anarchists and free-love activists—a pervasive individualism parodied in “Worship of the North” by the word EGO that beams from two suns in the top corners of the cartoon.

			Northerners, like Southerners, associated these movements with radical Puritanism, but often from a positive perspective. In his 1844 lecture “New England Reformers,” Emerson declared that the “fertile forms of antinomianism among the elder puritans seemed to have their match in the plenty of the new harvest of reform.” Emerson admired the self-reliant spirit behind the reforms. “In each of these movements,” he said, “emerged a good result, an assertion of the sufficiency of the private man.” A Northern journalist went so far as to say: “Puritanism and nothing else can save this nation….The Puritan element, which demands religious freedom, as the birth-right of Heaven, in matters spiritual, is the nourisher of that civil liberty which releases the body from secular despotism in matters temporal.”

			Northern soldiers were proud to accept the sobriquet “Puritan.” A Union marching song, “My Northern Boy to the War Has Gone!” pictured a Union soldier at Antietam carrying his grandfather’s sword, which linked him to the Puritan past:

			
				His Puritan Grandsire’s sword gleamed bright

				Where hosts were in strife engaging;

				And many a Rebel eye clos’d in night,

				While the contest fierce was raging!

			

			Southerners made a contrast between the supposedly refined Norman “cavaliers” who they said occupied the South and the lowly Saxon “Puritans” of the North. Blaming the Civil War on “the irreconcilable antithesis and utter incompatibility of the two sections,” one writer typically declared that the real conflict was between the “cavalier element predominating in Southern civilization” and the “Puritan element which underlies the fabric of Northern civilization.” Stressing this “antithesis of the Puritan and Cavalier,” the writer insisted that the North’s uncontrolled democracy would foster endless social revolutions there, whereas the slave system kept the South orderly and structured. Another journalist claimed that the Northern Puritan is “at once a religious fanatic and a political agitator and reformer,” while the Southern Cavalier was “the builder, the social architect, the institutionialist, the conservator.” Yet another contrasted “the principles of [Northern] Calvinistic insubordinatism and [Southern] Episcopal subordinatism. The first is iconoclastic in all things. The second teaches respect and reverence in all things. The first aids all effort to destroy the Constitution. The second assists all effort to maintain the Constitution.”

			How accurate were these generalizations about the Southern cavalier? Not very. While it’s true that many aristocratic families had fled to the American South when Oliver Cromwell drove them out of England in 1651, by the mid nineteenth century the Southern white population did not wholly—or even predominantly—derive from blue-blooded cavalier stock.

			As history often reminds us, though, cultural myths can be just as powerful as facts. When Mark Twain said that the historical novelist Walter Scott caused the Civil War by fanning the South’s pride in its “chivalric” heritage, he tapped into the self-deception inherent in the myth of the noble cavalier. To cover up the horrors of slavery, the South paraded sociological half-truths and ersatz history. How convenient to present slavery as a “civilizing” institution that allowed cultured whites to care for ignorant blacks! One article on the Southern cavalier said, “The institution of domestic slavery alone has sufficed to make the South conservative and religious, and its absence to render the North anarchical and infidel.” Another described slavery as “a benevolent system of tutelage by a superior race over an inferior race,” emphasizing the crucial importance of sustaining the institution: “Let us strengthen slavery by every possible appliance, regarding that institution as the very base, the corner-stone of our system, which once rudely framed, the whole superstructure will totter in the imminent peril of hopeless ruin.”

			What about the notion of the North as Puritan? That, too, was only partly accurate. Although the North had been Puritan during the seventeenth century, by 1850 it had become so polyglot that the term described it inadequately. One nineteenth-century Northerner, however, was a bona fide Puritan: John Brown.

			For the South, Brown was the natural result of anarchical, criminal Puritanism. Samuel Cox, to illustrate his point that “the history of Puritanism is a catalogue of murders, maimings, extortions, and outrages,” noted the appropriateness of the North’s favorite war song, “John Brown’s Body,” which he called “a hymn of apotheosis to a horse-thief and a murderer.” Another proslavery commentator generalized: “Everybody who ever saw a Puritan, or who ever heard or read of a Puritan, knows that from the days of Calvin and Knox, down to those of Cotton Mather, and still later to…John Brown—everybody knows that they have been the same arrogant, self-righteous, conceited race—each man thinking and acting on the belief of his own infallibility and of other people’s fallibility.”

			If the South saw Brown as an arrogant lawbreaker, the North, once it overcame its initial doubts about him, heralded him as a freedom-fighter in the Puritan tradition. His uniqueness among nineteenth-century Americans is captured in many contemporary accounts of him as a throwback to an earlier era. Franklin Sanborn remarked, “He was, in truth, a calvinistic Puritan, born a century or two after the fashion had changed; but as ready as those of Bradford’s or Cromwell’s time had been to engage in any work of the Lord to which he felt himself called.” Another associate called him “a Puritan of the Puritans,” and another commented: “In religion and character Brown was the last of the Puritans.” The Abolitionist Richard J. Hinton, similarly, described him as “a puritan brought back from the days of Cromwell or a vision of the old Revolutionary times, to show the world that all the fearless energy and strong integrity that characterized these epochs, has not yet faded out.”

			Both enemies and friends of John Brown, then, considered him a deep-dyed Puritan. They were right. He was a Calvinist who admired the works of Jonathan Edwards. He was proud of his family roots in New England Puritanism. He patterned himself after the Puritan warrior Cromwell, to whom he was often compared. He had an astounding sincerity of faith, so that his letters and speeches were more often than not lay sermons. He was willing to die for his utter belief in the word of the Bible, which he interpreted without mediator, like a true Puritan.

			Like the arch-Puritan Cromwell before him, he came to have a notably divided reputation, with many seeing him as a bloodthirsty terrorist and others viewing him as a saintly liberator. The truth is that, like Cromwell, he was both of these things. He was a terrorist because of his own interpretation of Puritan beliefs. Far from enforcing tame conformity, Puritanism unleashed militant individualism and warfare against institutions.

			How could Puritanism fuse with antislavery passion with such intensity in John Brown that he believed he could single-handedly free America’s 4 million slaves? His family background and his early life in Connecticut and Ohio yield some clues.

			John Brown’s paternal ancestry reached to early Puritan times, though the details are unclear. Some genealogists say that he was descended from the carpenter Peter Brown, who arrived in America on the Mayflower in 1620, resided in Plymouth and then Duxbury, was married twice and had four children, and died in 1634. Others claim that the family began in America with another Peter Brown, who settled in Connecticut around 1650.

			I find the Mayflower story plausible. Brown and his contemporaries were certain of it. In his 1857 autobiographical letter to the young Henry Stearns, Brown, using the third person, identified himself as “a decendant on the side of his Father of one of the company of the Mayflower who landed at Plymouth 1620.”*

			In any case, what matters is that Brown’s earliest male ancestor was a New England Puritan. By the mid seventeenth century, the Browns were in Windsor, Connecticut, where Peter Brown (1632–92) and his wife, Mary, raised four sons, the oldest of whom, John, became the first of four John Browns of successive generations, including a Revolutionary War captain and his grandson, the martyr of Harpers Ferry.

			On his mother’s side, Brown descended from Peter Wouter van der Meulen of Amsterdam, who fled Holland soon after the siege of Leyden, settling, like the Browns, in Windsor. His son, known as “Peter the Miller,” anglicized the family name to Mills. Peter’s son Gideon entered the ministry after graduating from Yale and died before the American Revolution. His son, also Gideon Mills (the grandfather of John Brown), served as a lieutenant in the war and in 1800 moved to Ohio.

			Religious devotion was intense on both sides of the family. John Brown was related on his father’s side to the Reverend Nathan Brown, a missionary to India and Japan, and on his mother’s to the well-known Reverend Luther Humphrey and the Reverend Dr. Heman Humphrey, one of the first presidents of Amherst College.

			Calvinistic piety filled the life of John Brown’s father. Born in West Simsbury, Connecticut, in 1771, Owen Brown was five when his father, who had joined the Connecticut 18th Regiment as a captain, died of dysentery in a Continental Army camp north of New York City. Owen and his ten siblings were left in the care of his resolute but long-suffering mother, who struggled to keep the family fed. Owen recalled her as “one of the best of mothers, active and sensible,” but the crops failed for lack of help, and the brutal winter of 1778–79 killed off most of the livestock. To economize, she sent Owen to live with his married sister, Asubah, who trained him in reading and religion. After a year he moved back home and helped raise corn and wheat. He then lived briefly with another relative, Elijah Hill, who worked him hard and paid him little. By 1782 he was home again. That summer a religious revival swept the area, causing the conversion of his mother, his older sisters, and a brother.

			The revival was a major turning point for Owen Brown, who devoted much of the rest of his life to a search for signs of salvation in himself and his loved ones. Calvinists believed that a sovereign God freely gave grace to totally depraved humans, certain of whom He “elected” to be saved. Predestined to go either to heaven or to hell, humans received conversion not as a reward for good works but as a gift arbitrarily bestowed by the Divine Judge. Angry because of Adam’s disobedience, God mercifully sent Christ to rescue some souls from eternal damnation. Conversion, which was an opening up to this freely given grace, brought delight but not complacency. For example, the famous preacher and theologian Jonathan Edwards testified that after his conversion he tasted the sweetness of God’s grace but at the same time became far more conscious of his own sinfulness and helplessness than he had been before it.

			Owen knew that although he had already won “the name of a good boy,” he could not be sure he was one of God’s elect. He turned wholly to religion, hoping to receive assurance of grace. With his family he studied the Bible constantly and joined a church choir, entering “into an association with the better class of people.” Around 1784 the Reverend Jeremiah Hallock of the West Simsbury Congregational Church began taking him into his home for periodic religious instruction. A thin, sober teenager with an embarrassing stutter, Owen spent his summers farming and the rest of the time learning the craft of shoemaking. At sixteen he became a traveling cobbler, going from town to town in nearby Massachusetts, returning home the next year to resume his farming and shoemaking there. All the while his mind was on God. He was delighted when the Reverend Hallock hired him for six months, giving him more religious lessons. At that time Owen “was under some conviction of sin” (a good sign) but still wasn’t sure about salvation. He later recalled, in self-flagellating Calvinist fashion, “Whether I was pardoned or not, God only knows—this I know I have not lived like a Christian.”

			When he was twenty, he met the prim, chaste Ruth Mills. A descendant of Congregationalists and Presbyterians, with ministers in her family background, she was ideal for him. He courted her for two years, and on February 13, 1793, they were married in West Simsbury. The Reverend Hallock worried like a parent over the newlyweds’ spiritual state, but he could have spared his concern, for they were strongly focused on religion. As devout a Calvinist as her husband, Ruth helped keep his thoughts trained on God. He declared, “I never had any person such an assendence over my conduct as my wife,…and if I have been respected in the World I must ascribe it more to her than to any other Person.”
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					Owen Brown, father of John Brown.

				
			
			The couple moved to Norfolk, Connecticut, enjoying a modest prosperity as result of Ruth’s frugality and Owen’s hard work as a farmer, tanner, and shoemaker. But adversity soon arrived. In 1794, Ruth bore a son, Salmon, who died when he was two, and a year later a second child died shortly after birth. Both husband and wife took ill, and the tanning business suffered. But the last two years of the century brought new blessings. A daughter, Anna, was born in July 1798; and a series of religious revivals that began that year led both Owen and Ruth to feel assured of their salvation. As Owen would recall, “My wife and self made a profession of religion, which I had so poorly manifested in my life.”

			Like other orthodox Calvinists, Owen could believe himself saved and yet never be free of self-doubt or fear for the souls of his loved ones. To the end of his days, he would express worry over the spiritual condition of those close to him. If a child died, his first concern was whether he or she “died in Christ.” Even after a lifetime of praying and Bible-reading, he would begin his scribbled autobiography with this self-critical statement: “My life has been of little worth. Mostly filled up with vanity.”

			Uncertain of his spiritual state, he nonetheless was definite about a key social issue, American slavery, which he saw as sinful. The Revolutionary War had liberated America from England but had not freed enslaved blacks. The war left slavery intact in twelve of the thirteen states, including all but one in the North (Vermont). Owen was familiar with slavery from his childhood in Connecticut, where slaves were used on farms. At one point his widowed mother, needing help with the crops, had borrowed a neighbor’s slave, Sam, a native of Guinea on the African coast. Owen loved playing with the kindly Sam, who carried him on his back, and he was devastated when Sam suddenly died.

			If Owen accepted slavery as a child, he came to detest it in early manhood. After slavery had been abolished in Connecticut by gradual-emancipation acts in 1784 and 1787, he overhead the Reverend Hallock discourse on the immorality of slavery to a minister from Rhode Island, where slavery still existed. Also, Hallock showed Owen an antislavery sermon by Jonathan Edwards, Jr.

			What further ignited Owen’s hatred of slavery was an episode of the 1790s that prefigured the Dred Scott case. A Southern clergyman had traveled north during the Revolution and had left a family of slaves in Norfolk, Connecticut, for reasons of safety. In 1797 or ’98, he returned to Norfolk to reclaim the slaves, who resisted him, saying they were now Northerners. The male slave managed to escape, but his wife and children were left in the hands of their ex-master. At a local hearing the minister argued that as a resident of a Southern state he was justified in claiming his property. He was roundly criticized by a panel of local residents, and evidently he returned south without the slaves. Owen later said of the incident: “Ever since, I have been an Abolitionist; I am so near the end of my life I think I shall die an Abolitionist.” Indeed, he became a reliable agent for the Underground Railroad, and he once withdrew his support from Western Reserve College in Ohio because it refused to admit blacks.

			Into this unusual family atmosphere of fervent Calvinism and equally fervent Abolitionism, John Brown was born on May 9, 1800, in Torrington, Connecticut. Had he appeared at a different historical moment, it is quite possible that Harpers Ferry would not have happened—if so, the Civil War might have been delayed, and slavery might not have been abolished in America as soon as it was. Given the importance of that moment, it is worthwhile to reflect on the antislavery sentiment of that time.

			There was no organized Abolitionist movement yet. That would come in 1832 with William Lloyd Garrison’s New England Anti-Slavery Society. The founding fathers had given a mixed message about slavery. Jefferson had written human equality into the Declaration of Independence and had prophesied that slavery would eventually lead to a cataclysmic war between the races. But he believed that if the slaves were ever freed they would have to be colonized abroad, and he himself owned over a hundred slaves. George Washington was also a slave-owner. Although the Constitution didn’t condone slavery—or even mention it—it tacitly recognized it in its provision for returning “fugitives from labor,” its instructions to Congress for quelling insurrections, and the three-fifths clause, which counted three-fifths of each state’s slave population when apportioning congressional representation.

			Abolitionism, such as it was, came in bits and spurts. The earliest antislavery writings voiced sentiments that John Brown would later act upon. The Calvinist judge Samuel Sewall in his 1700 pamphlet The Selling of Joseph argued that slavery violated the Golden Rule. “Whatsoever ye would that men should do unto you, do ye even so them,” he wrote, applied to blacks, since “These Ethiopians, as black as they are; seeing they are the Sons and Daughters of the First Adam, the Brethren and sisters of the last ADAM, and the offspring of GOD; They ought to be treated with a Respect agreeable.” An obvious Christian point, it would seem. Yet in the two centuries after Sewall made it, shockingly few white Christians admitted that blacks were included in the Golden Rule. An exception was the British revivalist George Whitefield, who during a tour of America in 1739 denounced slavery in a public letter to Southern slaveholders, telling them that it was sinful to use slaves “worse than if they were brutes” and warning, “The blood of them, spilt for these many years, in your respective provinces, will ascend up to heaven against you!” Another exception was the New Jersey Quaker John Woolman, who in 1746 reminded slave-owners of the Bible’s statements that God “was no respecter of persons” (that is, God’s rule was above all human rules) and that holding slaves was “not…doing as we would be done by.” John Brown would use both the “no respecter of persons” phrase and the Golden Rule as moral weapons against the slave power.

			His other main weapon was the Declaration of Independence. He once explained his antislavery stance to George Stearns: “I believe in the Golden Rule, sir, and the Declaration of Independence. I think that both mean the same thing; and it is better that a whole generation should pass off the face of the earth—men, women, and children—by a violent death than that one jot of either should fail in this country. I mean exactly so, sir.”

			This conflation of the Golden Rule, the Declaration, and visions of apocalyptic violence was extremely unusual for its day. It was made by someone who was descended on both sides from Revolutionary War soldiers and who was born into a Calvinistic family in a state that was among the first to emancipate slaves.

			Intense Calvinism and a republican belief in human rights would combine uniquely in John Brown. He never surrendered the Calvinistic doctrines—predestination, total depravity, God’s sovereignty, and so forth—he had learned from his parents. Their religion was not the modified Calvinism of nineteenth-century preachers like Charles Grandison Finney or Lyman Beecher, who made room for human agency. Instead, it harked back to the orthodox Calvinism of Puritan times. Owen Brown, describing his conversion, said of the religious revivals of 1798–99: “Perhaps there has never been so general a revival since the days of Edwards and Whitfield.” He was linking his conversion to the Great Awakening of the 1740s, when the Massachusetts minister Jonathan Edwards and the traveling British revivalist George Whitefield had prompted mass conversions through their Calvinistic preaching. The most famous sermon in American history, Edwards’s “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” was delivered in 1741 in Enfield (then in Massachusetts), a few miles from where the Brown family lived.

			The fact that Owen Brown prized the tradition of Jonathan Edwards, whose works John Brown would read along with the Bible, reveals the strength of the family’s connection to the Puritan past. The Calvinism of Jonathan Edwards was total. For him, God was absolutely sovereign, and humans were absolutely helpless in the face of God’s power. There was no middle ground. Nor would there be for John Brown, who believed that God determined everything. He would tell Frederick Douglass that God had made the Allegheny Mountains as a haven for escaped slaves. When his Harpers Ferry raid misfired, he considered it predestined. As he wrote a friend from his Virginia prison, “The disgrace of hanging does not trouble me in the least. In fact, I know that the very errors by which my scheme was marred were decreed before the world was made.”

			There was, however, a key distinction between the religion of Edwards and that of Brown. The latter’s was permeated with a republican insistence on social rights for all. The American Revolution had made a difference. Its impact was visible in Jonathan Edwards’s clergyman son, who shaped Brown’s Abolitionism. The religion of Jonathan Edwards, Jr., was perhaps even more severe than his father’s, since he described the delights of salvation with less passion than had the elder Edwards, while he still emphasized sin and damnation. But the younger Edwards devoted himself to combatting not only his father’s main opponent—liberal religion—but also the institution of slavery. Like Jefferson, Edwards Jr. had a belief in social equality that fostered a hatred of slavery. But he had neither Southern loyalties nor slaves that qualified this hatred.

			Why, though, did the younger Edwards, and John Brown after him, adopt Abolitionism when most other Calvinists of their day did not? The fusion of Abolitionism and Puritanism can be seen as a rare product of Protestant ferment at a moment when republican feelings were fresh and the disestablishment of religion had recently occurred. John Brown may have thought he was predestined from all eternity to free the slaves, but in fact it was by mere chance that he was born at a moment when American Protestantism had just hit the fan of disestablishment, sending it in all kinds of directions. In the seventy years just after the Revolution, an amazing variety of Protestantisms would arise. To give some notorious examples, the Shakers would recommend celibacy, the perfectionists under John Humphrey Noyes would introduce complex marriage (communal marriage among believers), the Millerites would predict the imminent end of the world, and the Mormons would practice polygamy—all under the aegis of Protestant Christianity.

			By the mid twentieth century more than 250 Protestant sects and denominations would exist in America. Each would announce itself as the final word about God and the Bible, when in fact each was a mutation of ever-evolving American Protestantism. The Abolitionist Calvinism of Jonathan Edwards, Jr., and Owen Brown’s family was no exception to the rule. It was a chance mutation. Unlike many other Protestant mutations, which gave rise to large churches, it won few converts because of the near-universal racism of American whites at that time.

			In the early going, most Protestant offshoots arose in the North. The South remained the domain of more conservative Protestant strains such as Episcopalianism and Methodism. Small wonder that Southerners called Abolitionism another bizarre Northern Protestant craze. Northern Calvinism, with its emphasis on individual interpretations of the Bible, seemed especially culpable to the South. As George Fitzhugh, the South’s leading critic of Abolitionism, argued, “History will show that Geneva [John Calvin’s home] was the birthplace of modern isms, modern infidelity, anarchy, and military despotism….In America, the Revolution placed all churches on the political Calvinistic platform, for it freed them all equally from a political head….The result has been that all Northern churches have exhibited anarchical and schismatic tendencies, while all Southern churches have become eminently conservative, kind, and respectful to each other.”

			Although this claim misrepresented many Northern movements, which were often Protestant without being specifically Calvinistic, it accurately described the Christian Abolitionism promoted by Jonathan Edwards, Jr., and by the Brown family. The Revolution indeed had freed American churches “equally from a political head,” so that Protestants were more able than ever to offer individual versions of Christianity. The version offered by the younger Edwards branded slavery as a violation of both the Bible and American principles. In a typical sermon of 1791, Edwards said, “To hold any man in slavery, is to be every day guilty of robbing him of his liberty, or of man-stealing. Fifty years from this time it will be as shameful for a man to hold a slave as to be guilty of common theft or robbery.” The fact that Owen Brown’s Abolitionism was influenced by a sermon by the younger Edwards shown to him by Hallock establishes that John Brown’s Abolitionism was truly in the Puritan Calvinist tradition.

			To say John Brown was rooted in New England Puritanism begs the question: Wasn’t that also true of many other reformers? What made him different?

			While many reformers—including Emerson, Theodore Parker, George Stearns, and Samuel G. Howe, to name some who were close to Brown—had deep Puritan roots, what distinguished Brown was that he remained an old-style Puritan. All these reformers had either rejected Calvinism in favor of liberal religion or, in the case of Emerson and Parker, had jettisoned Christianity altogether. Thomas Wentworth Higginson, a Secret Six member also descended from early New England, noted: “John Brown is almost the only radical abolitionist I have ever known who was not more or less radical in religious matters also. His theology was Puritan, like his practice; and accustomed as we are now to see Puritan doctrines and Puritan virtues separately exhibited, it seems quite strange to behold them combined in one person again.”

			When he called Brown “almost the only” Puritan Abolitionist he knew, he may have been thinking as well of Wendell Phillips, the dynamic antislavery orator who, like Brown, was a devout Calvinist. Notably, Phillips came the closest to Brown, among the antebellum reformers, in the urgency of his demands for full social rights for American blacks. If Brown was the least racist white person among the pre–Civil War public figures I’ve investigated, Phillips was a close second—proof again of the social radicalism generated by Puritanism.

			To mention Phillips, however, is to highlight another aspect of Brown’s uniqueness: his lowly background and his humble lifestyle. Phillips, weaned in the Boston Brahmin society, was a Harvard graduate distanced from the blacks he defended. Although he was a reformer in the militant Puritan mold, he was also one of the wealthiest men in Boston, and he occasionally betrayed a patrician attitude.

			Brown, in contrast, emerged from generations of plain folk, and for most of his life he straddled the poverty line. Unlike the Boston moguls and Concord philosophers who backed him, he approached social reform not from “above” but from ground level—one is tempted to say dirt level. If he later based his Abolitionism on the Bible’s injunction to “suffer with those in bonds as bound with them,” it is partly because his democratic sympathies grew from a hardscrabble existence.

			It is impossible to review Brown’s childhood without feeling that the rigors of his family’s Calvinistic faith were matched by the rigors of his daily life. Long before he battled American slavery, he was both toughened and humanized by a grueling pioneer life in ethnically diverse environments.

			
				* Because of the large number of errors in spelling, grammar, and usage in Brown’s writings and other primary texts, I do not use “[sic]” for each error. The quotations are in their original form.
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