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And he stuck a pistol in his trousers, put on his weathered straw hat and, with his broad sword 

in hand, Brown led the others out through the patchwork of skins and rags into the moonlit night. 

In silence John Brown walked, stooped shouldered and steady, down the California road, his 

sons Frederick, Salmon, Oliver and Owen tramped behind, eyes full and glittering.  Following 

behind walked Thompson, Townsley, and Weiner, their eyes fixed on the moon dead ahead.  It 

was a solemn mystery of men from a distance, featureless until they moved arms, legs, torsos, 

heads, swords, rifles against the moonlight; a strange silver hunting party stalking human prey 

who enslave men.  Hypnotic crickets scratched their early summer song, growing louder, sensing 

death. 

John Brown led the men along the bank of the creek hidden by clumps of river birch, then up 

along a drainage ravine.  Waist deep they waded across a creek called Mosquito.  They 

approached the door of the first cabin they came upon, a small squat structure.  Mud and hay 

daubing sealed rough hewn logs, with an uneven roof and a door hung crooked on leather hinges.  

Sitting too close to the creek, it was built lazy for fetching water, not in consideration of 

overflows.   

It was well past midnight and those inside, the Doyle’s, were asleep, lanterns doused, embers 

glowing in the fireplace.  New May mosquitoes buzzed past sleeper’s ears.  They owned little, it 

was a sparse life.  But they’d sided with slavery after moving to Kansas from Tennessee, farm 

failure driving them west for a better future, seeking salvation in land stakes and a fresh start, a 

mighty gamble.  They hated abolitionists, did not own any slaves, yet they supported the slavery 

cause. 

John Brown held up his hand halting the stalkers and pounded on the flimsy door.  There was 

a scuffle inside, muffled voices with urgent fear in their tones.  They hushed. Then there was 

silence and only crickets.   

“Who’s knocking there?” Doyle called out. 

“We are seeking the Wilkinson cabin?” said John Brown. 

“This is not it, they are further down east of here,” called his wife Mahala. 

“Can you give me directions, I must get there tonight?” said Brown raising his arm to signal 

his men to wait. 

Then Brown motioned the men to go.  When James Doyle pulled aside the door they rushed 

into the cabin, swords drawn and rifles cocked, knocking down Doyle.  Thompson lit a lantern 

outside and followed.  The family slept all in a section of the cabin, separated by a low plank 

wall.  The man’s three sons, a boy and two older, now nearly men, sat protectively by their 

mother smothered by her fat arms wrapped tight in solace.   

John Brown walked up, put his pistol square in the face of the man of the house still sprawled 

on the floor and said, “James Doyle, you, a member of the Law and Order Party, seeking to 

break God’s law and destroy His order, you are my prisoner.  I command you and your boys to 

come with me.” 



The man looked at his sons and his woman.  Fear filled his wife, and she pleaded, “Leave 

them, please go on your way and leave us.  We will do you no harm.  We will move out, we will 

leave this place.  Give it to you.  You have won.  You are in the right.  It is the Sabbath; you 

cannot kill on the Sabbath.” 

Brown said, “It is better to do the Lord’s work on the Lord’s Day.  Now out with you.”  And 

he motioned to the men to lead them out.  

The mother held on to the youngest who was about fifteen or sixteen.  She cried, “Leave him, 

leave him, my John is just a boy.” 

Brown warned, “Keep your child, woman, he knows not why you are here. Teach him well to 

live by his own labor.  Do not buy the children of other mothers to do his chores.” 

The three men walked out as the stunned woman cried in the darkness behind the door, 

hugging, almost choking, her youngest.  Doyle and his sons, Drury and William, aged 20 and 22, 

walked ahead of the armed men in silence.  Afraid and dressed only in their long britches, they 

were walked out beside the creek, told to kneel. 

Then John Brown said, “Now pray to God to forgive your sins.  Slaves to greed, slaves to sin, 

enslavers of men.” 

The swords shined in the waning moonlight and came down swift and flashing on William 

first.  They hacked at a forearm and severed fingers held up for protection.  Then a bold 

downward plunge split his head almost down the middle, off to the side a bit but not all the way 

through, about half way between the nose and the eye socket. Blue moonlit brains spilled out, a 

look of shock plastered his face, his mouth twitched on one side like he was trying to smile.  

Blood spilling, he fell over gracefully, slowly, almost peacefully.   

An odd wail rose from his father.  His brother Drury was shocked silent.  As he moaned in 

anguish for his son, their father was pierced in the belly by the swords, gutting him, leaving him 

curled in agony with intestines leaking out, crying in pain.   

Drury tried to run, but fell. The swinging swords shone again and three fingers from one hand 

scattered on the ground and an arm was severed with a grunting hack.  Young Drury was stabbed 

in the side and the face.  He tried to run away but, wild and crazed to escape his death; he tripped 

into a dark ravine he walked past one hundred times. One arm missing, he lay there as all expired 

and he bled to death. 

The mother screamed in the cabin at the noises from her slaughtered family.  She was mad 

with fear, wounded as deeply, as mortally, as her offspring and their father.  

John Brown took his pistol from his belt and looked down, his steel blue eyes fixed on the 

writhing father, he stared, not crazy, not angry, just matter of fact.  He then shot him in the 

forehead.   

Owen Brown let out a whoop of excitement at what they had done.  Brown, his sons, the 

others, looked at each other from face to face and wiped the gore from their weapons and 

clothes.  They knew they had started something now and were ready for more.  They walked 

away in silence except for the pounding force of their hearts echoing in their heads, the swelling 

sensation of great righteousness filling their chests. 

 


