
Expert Text: Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

Uncle Tom's Cabin is an anti-slavery novel by 

American author Harriet Beecher Stowe. 

Published in 1852, the novel "helped lay the 

groundwork for the Civil War".  

Stowe, a Connecticut-born teacher at the 

Hartford Female Academy and an 

active abolitionist, featured the character of 

Uncle Tom, a long-suffering black slave around 

whom the stories of other characters revolve. The sentimental novel depicts the 

reality of slavery while also asserting that Christian love can overcome 

something as destructive as enslavement of fellow human beings.  

Uncle Tom's Cabin was the best-selling novel of the 19th 

century and the second best-selling book of that century, 

following the Bible.  It is credited with helping fuel 

the abolitionist cause in the 1850s.  In the first year after 

it was published, 300,000 copies of the book were sold 

in the United States; one million copies were sold in 

Great Britain.  In 1855, three years after it was published, 

it was called "the most popular novel of our day."  

The impact attributed to the book 

is great, reinforced by a story that 

when Abraham Lincoln met Stowe at the start of the Civil 

War, Lincoln declared, "So this is the little lady who started 

this great war."  

The book and the plays it inspired helped popularize a 

number of stereotypes about black people.  These include 

the affectionate, dark-skinned "mammy"; the "pickaninny" 

stereotype of black children; and the "Uncle Tom", or 

dutiful, long-suffering servant faithful to his white master or 

mistress. In recent years, the negative associations with Uncle 

Tom's Cabin have, to an extent, overshadowed the historical 

impact of the book as an important antislavery tool.  

Harriet Beecher Stowe later in life 

An early illustrated copy of 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

An example of the stereotypical Mammy 
and Uncle Tom characters. 
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Expert Text: John Brown’s Raid 

John Brown's plan seemed fairly straightforward: he and his men would 

establish a base in the Blue Ridge Mountains from which they would 

assist runaway slaves and launch attacks on slaveholders. At least that 

was the plan that the abolitionist had described to potential funders 

in 1857. But his plans would change. He had been ready in 1858 to 

launch his war -- he had both the men and the money to proceed. 

Henry Ward Beecher was an important supporter of John Brown.  

 

The following summer, after a one-year delay, Brown was eager to 

get underway. He rented a farm in Maryland, across the Potomac River 

from Harpers Ferry. Here he assembled his arms and waited for his 

"army" to arrive. 

 

The delay had a negative effect on Brown's plan. Many of the men he had recruited the 

previous year had changed their minds, moved away, or simply didn't think the plan would 

work. Brown also met with Frederick Douglass in 

August of 1859, when Brown told his friend of his 

intentions of seizing the federal arsenal (where guns are 

kept) at Harpers Ferry rather than staging warfare from 

the mountains. Attacking the arsenal was in effect 

attacking the federal government and, in Douglass' 

estimation, a grave mistake. "You're walking into a 

perfect steel-trap," he said to Brown, "and you will 

never get out alive." 

 

On October 16, Brown set out for Harpers Ferry with 

21 men -- 5 blacks, including Dangerfield Newby, who 

hoped to rescue his wife who was still a slave, and 16 

whites, two of whom were Brown's sons. Leaving after 

sundown, the men crossed the Potomac, then walked all night in heavy rain, 

reaching the town at 4am. Brown and his men rounded up 60 prominent 

citizens of the town and held them as hostages, hoping that their slaves would 

join the fight. No slaves came forth.  

 

Brown, who was seriously wounded, was taken to Charlestown, Virginia (now 

Charles Town, West Virginia), along with the other captives. There they were 

quickly tried, sentenced, then executed. John Brown's statements during his trial 

reached the nation, inspiring many with his righteous indignation toward 

slavery. The raid ultimately hastened the start of the Civil War. 

Above: the raid.    Below: the execution. 



Expert Text: Underground Railroad 
 

From the very beginnings of slavery in America, slaves 

escaped to freedom. They ran to the wilderness; they 

slipped into cities and made their claim as free blacks. In 

the Revolutionary era, Puritan New England and Quaker 

Pennsylvania passed legislation abolishing slavery. The 

exodus northward, which came to be known as the 

Underground Railroad, began. By 1831, the term 

"Underground Railroad" had been coined to describe the 

informal, secretive network of ordinary citizens, black and 

white, whose safe houses offered refuge. 
 

Although Plymouth Church was not established until 1847, 

just fourteen years before the start of the Civil War, it later 

became known locally as “the Grand Central Depot” of the 

Underground Railroad. Oral tradition and several published 

memoirs tell us that slaves seeking passage to Canada may 

have hidden in the tunnel-like basement beneath the church 

sanctuary. Henry Ward Beecher's private stenographer, T.J. 

Ellinwood, quotes the Minister as claiming, “I opened 

Plymouth Church, though you did not know it, to hide 

fugitives. I took them into my own home and fed them. I 

piloted them, and sent them toward the North Star, which 

to them was the Star of Bethlehem."  
 

There are believed to be many members of the Plymouth congregation who were 

active in the Underground Railroad. Evidence suggests that escaped slaves were 

hidden in the homes of several Plymouth members. The Church treasurer, S.V. 

White, had a small chamber in his house said to have been used to hide runaways, a 

room that was still in existence in the 1900s.  
 

The exact statistics of the Underground Railroad--how 

many slaves escaped, how many free citizens aided 

them--will never be known. But we do know that this 

was a time and an undertaking in which blacks and 

whites came together to right a grievous wrong. It 

should also be said that, for the members of Plymouth 

Church, and for most if not all of those who took part, 

they did so to live out their Christian faith. 

A painting depicting the escape of a group of slaves.  

The congregation at Plymouth church watching Beecher. 

Many Southern slaves bravely fled enslavement by whites.  


