Early Slave Uprisings – Denmark Vesey and Nat Turner

Denmark Vesey and Nat Turner’s rebellions occurred only 9 years apart from each other.  Taken together, they were instrumental in increasing the fear of whites in the South, thus making slavery even more oppressive.  Taken together, they also are an excellent example of the resistance that regularly occurred among slaves.  While most resistance did not resort to violence, still it was ever present.


Denmark Vesey had been a slave, but after winning the lottery in 1800 he bought his own freedom and remained in Charleston, South Carolina.  There he established a reputable carpentry business.  He became a leader, exhorting blacks to fight for their freedom.  He was instrumental in planning a rebellion – weapons were stored, and names were taken for the rebellion, planned for 1822.  However, before the signal could be given and the rebellion begun, one of the participants erred.  On a normal visit to the market, one slave engaged another slave in a discussion:

“After some trifling conversation on this point, he remarked with considerable earnestness to me, Do you know something serious is about to take place? To which I replied, No. Well, said he, there is, and many of us are determined to right ourselves! I asked him to explain himself; when he remarked, why, we are determined to shake off our bondage, and for this purpose we stand on a good foundation, many have joined, and if you will go with me, I will show you the man, who has the list of names, who will take yours down. I was so much astonished and horrour-struck at this information, that it was a moment or two before I could collect myself sufficiently to tell him I would have nothing to do with this business, that I was satisfied with my condition, that I was grateful to my master for his kindness, and wished no change. I left him instantly, lest, if this fellow afterwards got into trouble, and I had been seen conversing with him, in so publick a place, I might be suspected and thrown into difficulty.”

This slave told his master of the planned rebellion, and the Charleston authorities began arresting blacks.  Soon, they arrested Denmark Vesey, and trials commenced.  Many of the accused conspirators confessed at the trial, but Vesey never did.  However, one confession, that of Rolla, said the following:

I know Denmark Vesey, on one occasion he asked me, what news? I told him; none. He replied, we are free, but the white people here won't let us be so; and the only way is, to raise up and fight the whites. I went to his house one night, to learn where the meetings were held…That night, at Vesey's, we determined to have arms made, and each man to put in twelve and a half cents towards that purpose. Though Vesey's room was full, I did not know one individual there. At this meeting, Vesey said, we were to take the guardhouse and magazines, to get arms; that we ought to rise up against the whites to get our liberties. He was the first to rise up and speak, and he read to us from the bible, how the children of Israel were delivered out of Egypt from bondage; he said, that the rising would take place last Sunday night, (the 16th June,)…

Nat Turner, born in 1800, was known as an intelligent man.  He reported having visions from God, and was referred to as “The Prophet” by fellow slaves.  In 1831, an annular eclipse (one where the moon moves in front of the sun, but does not block the entire sun) occurred, and Nat took this as a sign that a rebellion should begin.  He thus began planning for the rebellion that would take place in August, 1831.  Starting small, and gathering blacks as they progressed, Turner’s rebellion resulted in the death of 55 whites and dozens of blacks.  A major difference between the Vesey and Turner rebellions is that we have a “confession” from Nat Turner (given to Thomas Gray).  This confession is short, but details how family members felt he had a special gift of vision and uncommon intelligence (he apparently taught himself to read).  


Nat ran away from his master, but returned 30 days later, because the Spirit told him “that I should return to the service of my earthly master – ‘For he who knoweth his Master's will, and doeth it not, shall be beaten with many stripes, and thus have I chastened you.’”  Soon after returning, Nat had another vision, “I saw white spirits and black spirits engaged in battle, and the sun was darkened - the thunder rolled in the Heavens, and blood flowed in streams and I heard a voice saying, ‘Such is your luck, such you are called to see, and let it come rough or smooth, you must surely bare it.’”  Later, Turner, waited for a celestial sign: “And on the appearance of the sign, (the eclipse of the sun last February) I should arise and prepare myself, and slay my enemies with their own weapons. And immediately on the sign appearing in the heavens, the seal was removed from my lips, and I communicated the great work laid out for me to do, to four in whom I had the greatest confidence…”.


Turner’s rebellion convinced the South Carolina legislature to act.  Blacks could not assemble, or learn to read.  Preaching by free blacks or slaves was prohibited as well.

In your journal, address the following:

1. What was your reading selection about?  How did it relate to the idea of diversity?

2. What would Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson have thought of the events surrounding your reading?
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