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TO
THEODORE GOODMAN

who from the earliest days

gave me strength






NOTE

Tms work is a novel, not a biography or a history. But this
is not to say that it is a flight of “fancy”. Throughout, it
moves scrupulously within a frame of historical fact. The main
lines of the narrative are those of Oswald Garrison Villard’s
monumental biography (to which an unpayable debt is here-
by recorded)—save that herein certain lesser events have been
telescoped in the interests of dramatic continuity, and occasional
letters are either composites or mosaics of John Brown’s most
vital and moving utterance. The names of certain minor characters
have been slightly altered—first, to avoid confusion where repe-
titions occur in the nomenclature of the Brown family; second,
so that freedom might be gained to work out their destinies
more richly. But nowhere has their essential spirit been dis-
torted; the historical originals can be easily discerned. The
episodes dealing with Thoreau are written almost entirely in
his own words, gathered from his journals and speeches—
with the idea of presenting as directly as possible his very
thought and emotion. There is little included which he did not
actually say and think; and nothing which he might not have
said and thought.
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Action from principle, the perception and the performance of
right, changes things and relations; it is essentially revolutionary,
and does not consist wholly with anything which was. It not
only divides states and churches, it divides families; ay, it divides
the individual, separating the diabolical in him from the divine.
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THE FIRST PART

The Assassin







CuaPrPTER [

How Are You All on the Goose?

They wanted him dead or living, better dead—a gray,

gaunt man, almost sixty, with intense eyes, a mouth that
was bitter, and seven huge sons. He walked with a long spring-
ing step and an inward air, his right shoulder thrust forward
as though to meet life full on. He had a power of quickness and
no fear; knew how to fade in a swamp or ride like a wind
through hills; and he would stand and shoot against twenty.
He could be tender with a sick lamb, and he could take men
from their beds at night and kill them. “Right is everything,
God is a god of wrath,” he said, and took five men from their
beds and killed them. It was near the Marais des Cygnes water,
in the wild Osawatomie region of Kansas. There was a clear
spring moon up and soft spring air and a host of warm stars,
and that, the twenty-fourth of May, 1856, was the night he did
it, using sabres to make silent work. Later, someone said to him,
“You should have let the two Doyle boys go. They were slavers,
but they were so young, only boys.”

He answered: “Nits grow to be lice.”

A year before he had knelt weeping, by a boy’s grave in the
mud of Missouri. His grandchild lay there, stricken by cholera
on the way out from the East, and dead at four; and the old
man with the grim face had carried the remains to Kansas that
they might be buried closer.

“Right is everything,” John Brown said, using sabres to make
silent work of it.

THEY were hunting John Brown as they hunted a wolf.

He had been in a field with two of his sons, Jason and
Frederick, planting corn. All about them—beyond the stone row
where the rifles stood, beyond the low rude house and the failing
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The Assassin

peach trees—was a wide land lonely without towns, Kansas land
in a vast roll, spreading in rise and fall out to a dimness merged
with sky. The spring was scttled now; the wild geese were pass-
ing. They flew high over in miraculous triangles formed clean
and perfect, calling harshly that winter was gone, and the
uncertain early season; that a gentler time was here. Now the
warm winds from Mexico would hold sway and the bite from
Dakota would be sheathed; now the weather would not drop
from a good warmth at noon to zero cold in the starlight.
Game was returning; small antelopes were shadows moving in
the sallow distance, and the sage hens mottled the prairie.

The old man and his two sons sowed the corn. Jason, called
“Jay” in fondness, save by his father, was in his thirties, a big
man with a gentle mouth and importuning eyes, ringed darkly.
Frederick, the younger by a few years, made a strange figure,
shaggy and gleaming in the sun, with his bright blue shirt and
yellow hair stiff to his shoulders. He had prodigious strength
and was wrong in the head, and he could be gentle as a child.
His eyes were pale and cold, like blue stones in icy water. Some-
times they would deepen, and a bewildered anguished look
would come to them, so that he seemed to be weeping without
tears. Of all the family he was loved the most, and yet perhaps
the least, because there was pity in their love. Now, in the field,
he muttered as he worked and his face held a kind of racked
vacancy.

The old man went hard down the line, driving himself; but
his heart was not in the planting. He moved, sowing the seed;
his hands knew the way of it, but his thought was beyond. All
his life he had spent in the service of the earth, close by beasts
and free growing things; the best of his strength he had given
to it. But now, in the evening of his time, he was restless, the
soil was not sufficient.

The day before, Jason had been tending the fruit trees, brood-
ing over the stunted growths. “They told us it was a rich land,”
he said bitterly. “They said it would be a good life.”

The old man answered with harshness: “You didn’t come for
rich living. You came to fight for Kansas. You came to keep
slavery out.”
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How Are You All on the Goose?

“I want to work and grow things! I want my Ellen and young
Tom to live quiet!”

“Give up your ideas. You'll have to fight if you want to live
at all. They’ll not spare you here. You’ll need to be a man, or
you'll go under. You'll need to stand hardness and be ready to
give as hard as you get. Don’t hope for happiness. Who are you?
Who are you to hope for it? Jason Brown who wants to grow
things and live quiet? Well, there’s slaves in the land, there’s
humans held in bond. Only remember that, not your peach
trees.”

They worked at the planting, and the guns were against the
stone row. A year ago the Brown boys had been on their new
claim but a day, they were clearing ground, when a group of
horsemen came up. They were rough men, in boots and flannel
shirts and wide hats; armed heavily with rifles and knives. A
dark, shifty-eyed man—he was Martin White, a preacher; they
would remember him—called sharply:

“How are you all on the goose?”

The oldest son, John, a hot proud fellow, answered up: “We're
from Ohio, we're Free-State. We're Abolitionists, too. How do
you stand?”

“You damn nigger-stealers, you'll find out soon! You won’t
last longl”

The horsemen wheeled and were off in a cloud. From then
on the Browns kept their guns close, It became not a rare thing
to find a man dead in a field, shot through the heart as he
worked a plough. In the beginning the dead men were all Free-
Staters; soon there were pro-slavers among them.

So with guns close the three Browns planted corn, each in his
own way—poor Fred in emptiness; gentle-faced Jason with hun-
ger for a rich crop, with slow careful fingers trembling a little;
the old man, far gone in thought, busied more with some seed
in his mind. The afternoon moved on; the sun went lower,
throwing a harsh lemon glitter over everything. Then from the
north young Noah Fraze came riding down hard.

“They’re burnin’ Lawrence!” he shouted. “We’re goin’ to help!
Meet at the Forks quick ’s you can!”

When night fell upon that day, thirty-four men from the Free-
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State settlements of the Osawatomie region were gathered at a
point along the California Road. The Browns were among them;
six huge sons, and the old man dark as thunder. Soon they were
moving forward in the darkness—a silent body of men, with fear
at their hearts and bitterness. Lawrence was taken, Lawrence
their chief town was being razed to the ground. Seven hundred
men, a violent drunken mob; guerrillas from the Platte country,
cut-throat Kickapoo rangers, scum from Missouri; were looting
under Dave Atchinson, a former Vice-President of the United
States. They had wrecked the Free-State presses and dumped
them into the river; shot the post-office and meeting-hall full of
holes with a cannon; were firing homes. Atchinson, inflamed
with drink, had made a speech before sending his wild crowd
against the town:

“Boys, this is the happiest moment of my lifel We'll enter
damned Lawrence and teach the damned Abolitionists a
Southern lesson they’ll remember till the day they die! Be brave,
boys, be orderly, and if any man or woman stand in your way,
blow them to hell with a chunk of cold lead!”

That was the word a rider had brought. And now the violence
would spread. Now it was no longer furtive: a man shot down
in a field; another’s throat cut as he came out of his barn. This
was open war, brutality banded, murder organized. The Osa-
watomies went grimly in the dark, thirty-four men. Atchinson
had seven hundred. Somehow they must help. There were Free-
Staters in lonely places from Lawrence to the Cygnes water.
Nor must they let the danger reach their own doors; the walls
within which were their women and young ones must not go
down in flames. They went forward steadily; soon a moon rose
to light the way. There was little talking.

Near midnight a beating of hoofs sounded up the road; and
Adam Hosmer, sent out early to scout, came riding back, dusty
and peaked and savage. It was true, he said. It was true, damn
them. He'd seen it himself, the sky was red with fires. And there
was no use moving ahead, he said; the bastards were holding
Blanton’s Bridge. The Osawatomies were outnumbered twenty
to one, and with the pass guarded it was suicide to go on.
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How Are You All on the Goose?

There was a quick parley. They would halt. They would camp
for the night, and await reinforcements from the outer Free-
State settlements. A fresh rider went back swiftly along the
way, bearing the message. In an hour most of the worn little
company were huddled in sleep about the dying hill-fires.

Old Brown did not sleep. He sat alone in the night stillness.
A Bible, faded with damp and handling, was in his bony hands,
unopened. He was never without it, carried it always in the
pocket of his linen coat, just above the long bowie-knife in his
belt. He read from it each morning, and each night; but he did
not need to read, because he knew its every word. Now, sitting
by the embers, with a tattered straw hat, and his toes showing
through worn boots, he looked like an aging farmer in straits.
Like an aging farmer he looked—until you saw his face; the
bluish eyes with something hawk-like showing, and something
faintly sad; the iron thrust of his jaw and the mouth drawn in
bitterness. Then he looked like something more, there was some
vitalness in his face—soon they would call it madness—some
urgency you could not grasp to put into words, but you felt
Now, by the embers, in the midst of his sleeping sons, he
brooded:

Something must be done. Something must be done. And
quickly, or Kansas and the cause were lost. Quickly; for a force
of evil was spreading through the Territory like a pall. These
wide plains, swept now by the winds of God, plains this very
moment stretching free beneath the light of His stars and moon,
would soon be given over to ungodliness. Slavery was taking
root, from the South the poisonous growth was spreading; and
soon here too in its shadow black men would be prostrate, soon
here their groans would sound and the clanking of chains. It
was the sum of all iniquity, it was the deepest shame of men.
What must be done? Peace would not avail, nor an appeal to
justice. There was no peace in Kansas, it lay agonized; there
was no justice, the law itself was the prop of bondage. Patience,
firmness at the ballot-box? That was a mockery too. Guns swept
clections here; and the slavers had more guns. What was left
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then? What was left, old Brown called silently to the night
stillness. . . .

God was left.

God.

The Lord is @ man of war: the Lord is his name. Thy right
hand is become glorious in power. Thy right hand, O Lord, hath
dashed in pieces the enemyl!

God, the old man thought, a wild fullness running on him.
God and one man could overturn the universe! They were burn-
ing Lawrence to the ground, but there were two sides to the
question, there was still a remnant in Israell Was there oppres-
sion in the land? Then with Him in their hearts they would
fight oppression! Was injustice framed into the law? Then they
would fight the law! Did the government enforce it? Then with
God’s strength they would resist the government! There was a
higher law, he had a book in his hand which gave it:

Because 1 delivered the poor that cried, and the fatherless, and
him that had none to help him: I put on righteousness and it
clothed me: my judgment was as a robe and a diadem. I brake
the jaws of the wicked and plucked the spoil out of his teeth!

The wildness mounted in the old man’s heart. His eyes burned
in the dark with sudden unfelt tears, and the whole surrounding
night seemed a single vast presence, a Oneness breathing a
Word:

An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth!

CuarteEr I1I

I Am Bounden to No Man

The hours passed; gloom was heavy over the little
company. The men hung about strained and restless,
sharing their vague deep fears in low speech. Then at noon a
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I Am Bounden to No Man

sudden excitement ran through the camp. Old Brown was
leaving, old Brown was turning back with four of his boys and
squat Hen Thompson, the young fellow who was married to his
daughter Ruth. Jim Townsend was driving them in his wagon
back to the rough wood country. And big Wiener was going
too, riding his dun pony; Wiener the Austrian with the
blotched face and the pig-eyes. Then something was up, ran
through the company. Old Brown wasn’t running out of a
fight. If he was leaving, it was only to get in deeper. But he
was silent as death, saying only “My plans are my own.”

Soon the wagon was moving slowly from the camp, Town-
send driving, a thin man, with a scraggly black moustache.
Brown sat hunched up by the other’s side, staring straight out.
The young fellows were crouched in the wagon-bed on a pile of
old two-edged sabres. Wiener was outrider. (He had a snarly
brutish look; his upper lip, slashed once in a brawl, was drawn
back from his teeth.)

All afternoon the wagon creaked along through the flatlands.
It was hot; they were without cover and a burning sun was on
them. The team raised dust in yellow clouds, choking them.
They were thirsty, but there was no water. Nobody spoke much.
Wiener, riding a good way ahead, often looked back, as though
he were impatient for them to get on. They could see his red
spattered face and the graven leer.

The sun slowly went lower, laying a sullen glow over the
sallow fields, hurting their eyes; and they came to the end of
the tame land, to the beginning of the Osawatomie country.
They turned off the main way and as the day deepened they
were full in a wild timber region, following a bad narrow
road with holes a foot deep in places and big rocks jutting.
Then old Brown took the lines; he knew the country best.
After a good spell he drew up—it was black night by then, no
moon out, no stars—in a deep gully. They jumped down from
the wagon. The heat had gone with the sun; a sharp wind was
blowing in from the prairie; in an hour they would be shivering
with cold.

They camped in the gully, eight of them. Before they turned
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The Assassin

in for the night seven heard a low burning voice in prayer,
ending:

For the Lord your God is a God of gods and a Lord of lords,
a great God, a mighty and a terrible, which regardeth not per-
sons, nor taketh reward!

They slept—those who could sleep—in the thick grass under
the willows; without a fire, the old man ordering it so, lest they
be seen.

The day came up (they would remember it always) ashen,
with a boding sky and mists scudding before a wind. They ate
meat strips and hard bread and washed them down with water
from the nearby creek. Then they began the long wait. There
was a whole day to get through; the old man said it would be
night work.

He was very still. (But not with the impassibility of Wiener.
The Austrian sat on a log, smoking his pipe, drawing with suc-
culent, deliberate gust; and a yellow wetness was gathered in
the corners of his mouth. His hands were steady as stone.) The
old man’s was a leashed stillness, the stir in him showed only in
the eyes. His was ice covering a ferment. He was sitting on the
ground near the stacked rifles, reading from the Book with bent
head. He looked like an aging farmer in straits; until you saw
his face, and then he looked like something more; there was
some vitalness you could not grasp to put into words; but you
felt it.

His boys felt it. He had given them the word and there they
were waiting with guns and bowie-knives and two-edged sabres.
They knew now for what. But they had not known in the be-
ginning, and had waited so then too; great fellows, each of
them; men in their own right, doing his bidding; challenging,
true, his secretiveness, and questioning, some of them, his ways,
but in the end doing the bidding.

There was Owen up at the end of the ravine with his young
brother Oliver, keeping a watch. Owen was thirty-two, the third
son, big and hard as oak. His left arm was withered, it had
been so from birth; he could fell a ram with his right. He
looked, more than any of the others, like the father, had the same
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sharp nose, small high head and the great width between austere
eyes. Only the mouth was different. It was softer and some-
times went into a smile.

Owen was deepest under the sway of his father. There was
nothing he would not do at the old man’s word, nothing. And
it wasn't as if he were a lack-brain, like poor Fred, or weak-
willed and quick to bend to another. For he had a strong mind
of his own; could think matters through, come to his own way
of doing things and stay with it stubbornly—except when his
father’s way was different. If there was something pitiable in the
sight of the huge man-son yielding his being to the old man’s
call, so too was there something high and uncommon in the
submission. For, having so much of eagerness, so much of a
reckless ardor, it could not be called servility. It was devotion,
rather, instant and unthinking, which, showing in a man other-
wise strong-willed and even arrogant, held a kind of religious-
ness.

Owen, like all his brothers, had long ago rejected old Brown’s
God, a god who thundered through the Testament and was
mighty in wrath and avenged. They had his hard-headed skep-
ticism, but not the intense core of belief, the touch of mysticism
which gave vitality to his trust in a living One. He could say:
look to God and keep your powder dry; but Owen was careful
only to have dry powder. The old man had an intuition bright
and gleaming as the very water of life: the Lord, he said, directed
him in visions what to do; Owen had never heard His voice.

But that was not all. Owen had Puritan blood, generations of
it. This heritage gave him a distrust of dogma—and the hunger
to believe in something, someone. He had no creed, but he had
the old man. He had left the church by which his people had
set store for two hundred years, but he possessed still the sense
of childhood, the sense of godhood in father: the being who
to childhood’s eyes was the doer of all things, he who brought
food, made light and warmth, the punisher of guilt and the
voice of wisdom. John Brown had been such a god to his chil-
dren. To Owen he was still.
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The Assassin

There he was now, the son of Brown, standing guard at the
end of the ravine. He would follow the old man anywhere.

Poor yellow-haired Frederick would too—like a child. He was
moving back and forth in the gully, swishing with his red-
topped boots through the high grass, or walking suddenly on
tip-toe with his head half-cocked over his shoulder, as though
he feared some lurking thing. He could not be still. Now he sat
down near his father, staring till the old man looked up; now
he went to Wiener, who ignored him. Soon he was by the two
young fellows, Salmon Brown and Hen Thompson, watching
them sharpen the double-edged swords. They were drawing
them hard against rocks with quick strokes, sparks leaping.

“They’ll do the job now!” said Salmon eagerly, rubbing his
finger along the blade. He trembled a little as he spoke, but
with excitement, not fear. Things would be happening soon,
and he would be in them. Different from the stodgy life back
in Ohio, the work on the farm, day in, day out, always the same
and nothing stirring. This was a job for men; and he felt a
man, wanted to do a man’s share. Wasn’t he going to turn
twenty in a few months? A job for guts it would be, and he
would be there, helping. The old man would never be able to
say to him as he had said to Jay: “You've no guts for a man’s
work!”

Squat young Thompson felt his own blade. “Mine’s ready
too,” he said; then, nervous as a cat, called in a taut high-pitched
voice:

“Sakes, Fred, stop starin’ that way! Do somethin’, will you,
only stop starin’ at mel”

“Salmon’s is ready too,” said the giant, as though he had not
heard. “And yours is ready. Should I tell father? There’s two
sides to this question, father said. Something’s got to be done or
we'll all be slaughtered. And who'll be right then?” His eyes
took on a wild life. “Answer me that, Hen! Who'll be right
then? Who'll be wrong if we slaughter them first?”

“Quiet, Fred.” Salmon rose and put his hand to the giant’s
arm. “You'll have father up at you in a minute. You know his
orders about quiet.”
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He ought not to be here, thought Salmon. The excitement
is bad for him. Might bring on one of his bad fits. Look at him
now, his face all twisted up, mumbling to himself. But you
couldn’t say anything to the old man. “Send him back,” Oliver
had pleaded that morning with their father. “Send him back,
it’s a crime to keep him! We know what we’re going into. Fred
doesn’t. You oughtn’t drag him in!” But there was no gainsay-
ing the old man. He wanted Fred there. “Fred’s staying, there’ll
be work for all.”” And Fred had stayed. Now look at him, mum-
bling, twisted.

The great fellow pulled himself irritably from Salmon’s hand.
“I'm all right, now! Don’t be watchin’ me!” He bent and picked
up a sabre from the ground. “You're sure they’re finished? We'll
need ’em sharp, won't we though!” He began to wave the sabre
in the air.

“Put it down, Fred.”

It was Oliver, speaking in a low firm voice. The giant turned
and stared at him, the sabre held in mid-air. Then he lowered it.
It was always Oliver who could quiet him. Oliver was only
seventeen, the youngest. He was lithe as whipthong, and hard.
(Two years back, in the little mountain community of the
Adirondacks, he had thrown ten strapping lumberjacks one after
the other in a meet-all wrestling match.) But the look of him
was different from the others, save in his bigness. He had white
skin and deep black hair; he had soft ways. It’s my mother in
him, old Brown used to think. He had her eyes, slow brooding
eyes; and the old man cherished the dark boy.

But Oliver had a spirit which had never been in her, some-
thing jealously proud, almost tigerish. It would not let him be,
he too had a driving need for dominance; and the boy contested
the sway of the father over himself and the others with a bitter-
ness that at times was almost hatred.

“I want to live my own way, not yours!” he would fling
fiercely at the old man. “Guts, guts, you're always saying, and
yet you'd have us follow you like sheep! Let live, father, let a
man go his way!” And the boy would try to meet without
flinching the old man’s cold bluish-burning gaze, but he never
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could, the other’s will was stronger. Even as he struggled he
knew that he was lost.

“Put the sabre down,” the boy now said in a low voice. The
yellow-haired giant put it down, meekly.

Eight men were waiting in the ravine. Jim Townsend was
the eighth. He was sitting in the wagon; thin, with a scraggly
black moustache and frightened eyes; thinking:

It's like a bad dream. Why am I here? I don’t want to go out
and kill. I don’t want to be in your schemes, Brown. I didn’t
leave the East to come to a bad end. The farm there was flinty
and grudging, Brown, but we lived, Millie and me and the kids.
I'll die out here, Brown, let me go! I don’t want a bullet, I
don’t want to swing from a hemp rope! I want to sow my corn,
and tend the three new sheep I just bought. I want to get the
kids and Millie going happy in the new place. I don’t want to
kill anybody, Brown!

But they had to kill, the old man kept saying. “There are two
sides to this question,” he had said last night. They were sitting
in the darkness, in the tall rustling grass. “Theirs and God’s.
I'll put the fear of God in them!”

God, the old man talked about, as though he were speaking
of someone in the ravine, or someone back in the settlement,
waiting.

“You can't do it, father,” young Oliver pleaded in a strangled
voice. “You can’t kill ’em in cold blood. You'll be as low as the
things you're fighting against, you'll stain yourself and all of
us.”

“Then I'll stain myself . . . Oliver, do you see this book here?
It’s guide enough. It tells about Gideon who drew a sword at
the Lord’s word. I'll stain myself like Gideon did!”

There was no speaking against him. He had his way of saying
things, saying them with a burning till you weren't sure of your
own side.

“What’s Gideon to us?” the boy cried. “It’s a crime, it’s mur-
der! This isn’t Gideon’s time! It’s the nineteenth century!”

Then Townsend could see the passion in the old man’s face,
even in the darkness he could see it.
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“The nineteenth century! The nineteenth century! You fooll
Does God reckon what century it is? Do men change in their
hearts? Do you think right things change to wrong or blood
turns to water because a minute of His time passes? Do you
see like I do a curse laying over the land, do you see a million
black people lower than beasts in the field? There'll be no peace
in Kansas, none in all our country till the slave sin is wiped out!
And itll be wiped out in blood!”

There was a low ringing in his voice that was like a knell for
Townsend. A terrible feeling of helplessness went over him.
This old man would go on to do the deed. He would do it, he
would make them all do it.

God he spoke of, and right, and slaves. What were they to
him, Townsend? Words, only words, not touching all that
meant most. He, Townsend, had a wife and three children. He
had a place to look after. What were niggers alongside them?
What did he care whether Kansas came in free or not free,
whether pro-slaver Ruffians rode down from Missouri and swept
the elections with a show of guns? He hadn’t got his corn sowed
and the spring was going fast. Winters out here were bad
enough even when you had food; bitter cold they were, cutting
you in two and terrible for health, with sickness coming on,
chills gripping you, and fevers. Rob had gone last winter. He
would have been ten now. They had to bury Rob under the
snow. . . . And now Millie was not well, with the new one
coming. That mattered, not the niggers; looking after the place
mattered, looking after the kids, and Millie dreaming and heavy
with child. And there was old Brown speaking, with everything
black around, no moon, no stars showing, only blackness and a
chill wind against them and a voice like a flame, like a cold
flame burning:

“And now? Peace we have, eh?” (Dark Oliver had said
fiercely: It'll spread like fire, you'll have killings back at us!)
“A fine peace we have now! Let’s have killings. Without blood-
shed there is no remission of sin!”

“Haven’t you any mercy? You're not even going against them
in a stand-up fight!”
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“Mercy! Stand-up fight! Did Reese Gill get mercy? Did
Brackett get a stand-up fight? Hacked like pigs they were,
mangled so you couldn’t know them! And what mercy did
Charlie Dugg get? Shot down like an animal! And for what?
For staying to his rights when the Ruffians cut wood off his
claim. And yet you'd bawl for mercy!”

Then young Oliver said in a passionate voice: “There was a
man named Christ, father. There was a man named Jesus Christ.
Was it killings he was for?”

The words quivered up to a silence. Then after a moment
there came low from the old man:

“I don’t keep you, Oliver. If you don’t see right in my ways,
you can go. You can all go. I don’t keep you....Only...
only you mustn’t judge me. Do you hear? You mustn’t judge
me. . . . My God will judge me.”

And so the night wore on; with the old man speaking in
fever; with Oliver desperately holding athwart, but always with
lessened conviction; the rest silent chiefly, some sickened deeper
with qualms, some wrought to a blood heat, and all sensing the
futility of seeking to turn old Brown from his plan. It was
very late when the last words were said. The old man spoke:

“I've no more to say. I don’t keep any of you, remember I
don’t. But tomorrow we go ahead.... What will you do,
Oliver?”

There was a silence. Then the young fellow said, as though
he were tearing it from himself:

“I stay.”

And now it was the day; now they were waiting through the
slow hours; and to Townsend, sitting in the wagon-bed, it was
like a bad dream.

“You’ve got people in Osawatomie, Townsend,” the old man
said. “My boys have too. Once and for all we've got to strike a
blow for them. We’ve got to strike it hard and first, before it
falls on them.”

A blow? On the kids, on Millie? Then he would fight, Town-
send would fight. He didn’t know anything about such things,
had always been careful to go his own quiet way. Oh, they had
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lied to him, back in the East, that man who talked to him about
Kansas had lied to him. A place for honest people wanting to
work, he had said. A place for a good free life, with rich grow-
ing and a kind climate, and everybody minding their own af-
fairs. Oh, what a lie. The very first year they were out, there
was hell-heat in summer, with drought and an evil sun coming
up every day red as blood; and the first winter, the one they
buried Rob (O Christ, O young Robl) it was twenty-four un-
der zero, with fevers bringing people low and other sicknesses
they had no names for. Then next summertime there were in-
sect plagues, some that poisoned green things, others like the
chintz locusts that ate four acres of sorghum in a single night,
leaving a smell stinking to the sky. A kind climate, a rich grow-
ing, and all of it a lie. And the awful lie about peace and each
keeping to his own affairs. Here was he who had never been
in fights going out to kill! It had to be done, said old Brown
who had eyes like flames and looked like a farmer and some-
times when you caught him right was like one of the thunder-
ing old men you read about in the Bible. It had to be done if
their own families were to live. Well, then Townsend would go
with the old man. His insides shrank at the thought, but there
was Millie in her way, and his every cent sunk in the claim,
and the kids wrapped in his heart. He was afraid, but he would
fight.

The old man had come to him in the camp of the Osawato-
mies. “I'm Brown,” he said. “John Brown. I want to talk to you,
there’s no time to lose.”

“To me?”

“I want your horses and wagon, Townsend. I want you to
drive me back.”

“Why, are we all going back?”

“No, I'm going. And my boys. We've just got word that there
might be some trouble in the settlement. ... You've got a
family back there, haven’t you? Well, who’s watching them?
There isn’t a man in the whole place. We were fools for all
coming. Do you know Dutch Henry? Do you know Wilkinson

17



The Assassin

and the other devils? They won't stop at much. They've got
to be watched and I'm going back to do it.”

“That’s right, Brown! That’s right!”

“Walking’s too slow. Will you drive us back?”

“Sure, surel”

“Good . . . and quiet, Townsend. This is only between you
and me.” The old man’s eyes were glittering. “Get your team
fixed up and ready to go in ten minutes. And remember, no
talking.”

Townsend hurried to the tethered grays cropping near the
trees. He was in a panic. His hands trembled as he got the
horses teamed against the wagon. In a few minutes he was
ready, waiting with restless fear. Soon Owen Brown and Frede-
rick came up to the wagon. The yellow-haired fellow clumsily
held before him in his arm a pile of sabres. He dumped them
into the wagon-bed and clambered up ponderously; he sat down
on them. Owen followed, saying:

“They’ll be along in a minute, Townsend.”

A group of Free-Staters in the shade of a tree watched with
curiosity. One of them called artfully, “Say, Fred, looks like
business!”

“Yeah, there’s two sides to this question, the old man—"

“All right, Fred,” cut in Owen quickly. “All right. . . . Sure
it does, Ashby. That’s what it’s going to be, busines