
 
As You Read 

Who:  
• What did this person do for a 

living?  
• Where are they from? 

Importance:  
• What did this person 

accomplish that made a 
difference then and/or now?  

• How did they affect others 
then and/or now? 

PEOPLE TO KNOW 

John Brown 

John Brown (1800-1859) was an 
abolitionist and religious fanatic. 
As with most fanatics, he tended 
to see things from only his point 
of view and ignored the opinions 
of others.   

In 1855, Brown settled in 
Kansas territory with five of his 
sons. When proslavery men 
attacked abolitionists in 
Lawrence, Kansas, in May 1856, 
Brown fumed. On the night of 
May 24-25, 1856, Brown led a 
group of abolitionists to 
Pottawatomie Creek and hacked 
to death five pro-slavery men.  
Brown escaped arrest and fled to 
the North.  

On October 16, 1859, 
Brown led 22 men to take the 
federal arsenal at Harper’s Ferry, 
Virginia.  Brown hoped to use 
the weapons he captured to start 
a slave revolt. Instead, local 
militia and marines captured 
Brown.  Brown was hanged on 
December 2, 1859, for murder 
and treason. 

Abolitionists called 
Brown a hero, but the South 
accused the North of trying to 

start a slave revolt and relations 
between both sections quickly 
worsened. 

James Buchanan 

James Buchanan (1791-1868) 
became the 15th president of the 
United States in 1856.  By the 
time of his election, slavery had 
begun tearing the nation apart. 
Although a Northerner, 
Buchanan often sympathized 
with the South.  As a result, both 
sections often accused Buchanan 
of favoring the other. 
 Upon the election of 
Abraham Lincoln in 1860, 
Southern states began to secede.  
Buchanan declared that 
secession was illegal but refused 
to do anything about it. 
Buchanan’s policy at this point 
was to essentially hold the 
country together until Lincoln 
took over. 
 Buchanan’s failure to deal 
with Southern secession has him 
ranked as one of the worst 
presidents in United States 
history. 

Stephen A. Douglas 

Stephen Douglas (1813-1861) 
was the Democratic Senator of 
Illinois.  Although he stood just 
over five feet in height, his 
determination earned him the 
nickname “Little Giant.”   

In 1850, he got Congress 
to pass the Compromise of 1850, 
thus avoiding a possible civil 
war.  In 1854, he co-wrote the 
Kansas-Nebraska Act that 
created two new western 
territories.  Douglas’ support of 
popular sovereignty, however, 
led to violence in Kansas 

territory between abolitionist 
and pro-slavery forces.  
Northerners referred to the 
blood letting as Bleeding Kansas. 

In 1858, Douglas ran for 
re-election against the 
Republican Abraham Lincoln.  In 
a series of seven debates, both 
men established the differences 
between the Republican and 
Democratic parties.  Douglas 
won re-election but the debates 
gave Lincoln national fame.  
Douglas would lose against 
Lincoln in the 1860 presidential 
election. 
    
Dred Scott 

Dred Scott (1795-1858) was an 
enslaved person in Missouri who 
eventually became the property 
of John Emerson, a U.S. army 
surgeon.  Emerson took Scott 
with him to Illinois, a free state, 
and later to Wisconsin, a free 
territory.  Finally, Scott returned 
to Missouri in 1838.  Emerson 
died and Scott was transferred to 
other owners.  With the help of 
friends, Scott sued for his 
freedom claiming that his time 
spent in a free state and free 
territory made him a free man.   

Dred Scott v. Sanford 
reached the Supreme Court in 
1857.  The court declared Scott 
had no right to sue since he was 
an African American, a slave, 
and not a citizen.  Furthermore, 
the court ruled that the federal 
government had no right to keep 
slavery out of the territories. As a 
result, the Missouri Compromise 
of 1820 was unconstitutional.   
This ruling allowed slavery to 
spread to all U.S. territories. 
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Harriet Beecher Stowe 

Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811-1896) 
never called herself an abolitionist 
but she disliked the practice of 
slavery.  When the Fugitive Slave 
Act of 1850 passed, it angered her.  
She began writing a series of stories 
for the Washington D.C. antislavery 
weekly The National Era.  In 1852, 
the stories were collected together 
and published in book form under 
the title Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  In it, 
Stowe criticized the institution of 
slavery.  The book became a 
national and international 
bestseller. 

The South called the book a 
lie and claimed its real purpose was 
to attack slavery.  In many Southern 
states the book was banned and in 
some places a person could be 
arrested for owning the book.  In the 
North, thousands of people joined 
the abolitionists after reading Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin. 

Charles Sumner 

Republican Charles Sumner 
(1811-1874) served in the U.S. 
Senate for Massachusetts.  He 
was squarely against slavery.  In 
reaction to Bleeding Kansas—
deadly rioting between 
proslavery and abolitionist 
groups in Kansas Territory—
Sumner gave a passionate speech 
“The Crimes Against Kansas” 
attacking specific Southern 
politicians. On May 22, 1856, 
South Carolina representative 
Preston Brooks entered the 
Senate chamber and accused 
Sumner of insulting the South 
and began beating Sumner with 
his cane.  Sumner nearly died.  

After the Civil War, 
Sumner tirelessly worked for 
civil rights for African 
Americans. 

VOCABULARY 

unconstitutional: a law or act 
that violates the Constitution 
and is therefore illegal 

Example: The Supreme Court 
declared that part of the 
Judiciary Act of 1789 violated 
the Constitution as it gave too 
much authority to the courts. 
The Act was therefore 
unconstitutional. 

compromise: each side gives 
up something to get something 
else they want.  

Example: The Compromise of 
1850 potentially gave the North 
more power in the federal 
government by allowing 
California to enter the Union as 
a free state. In exchange, the 
South got a new fugitive slave 
law.  

non-extension: a policy of not 
allowing slavery to spread to 
areas where slavery does not 
already exist 

Example: Many Republicans 
opposed the expansion of 
slavery into the Mexican 
Cession. 


