
Antebellum Slave Rebellions 
Revolts and Confrontations in Antebellum America 

One of the haunting images of slavery remains the 

leather whip cutting into the flesh of a helpless slave. 

Decades later, many slaves recalled the whip as the 

most detestable aspect of slavery. Even with the 

knowledge of the whip and other forms of punishment 

available to slave masters, some slaves risked 

everything in protesting their forced servitude. 

Oftentimes this protest took the form of armed 

rebellions and other acts of physical confrontations. 

The Haitian rebellion in 1792 proved that Black slaves 

could fight their oppressors with a passion seldom 

matched anywhere in the world. There were numerous 

slave rebellions and confrontations in the United States 

before the Civil War. The most known of these were 

led by Gabriel Prosser, Denmark Vesey, and Nat 

Turner. 

Gabriel Prosser 

The first planned slave revolt in the South was led by 

Prosser in August 1800. Encouraged by his belief in 

Christianity, Prosser recruited thousands of slaves 

throughout the Richmond, VA, area, and actually 

amassed a substantial amount of weapons. Even though 

everything seemed to be in place, a fellow slave 

betrayed Prosser and his followers – the revolt ended 

before it started. Although Prosser was hung for daring 

to take back his freedom, his actions completely 

terrified whites in Richmond and throughout the South. 

Denmark Vesey 

Vesey actually enjoyed a degree of autonomy 

(freedom) on his plantation because he was a skilled 

artisan and not a field slave. As a result, he eventually 

bought his freedom in 1800 and settled down in 

Charlestown, S.C. as a carpenter. Although he was 

free, Vesey still hated the fact that so many Blacks 

suffered as slaves. Like Prosser, Christianity inspired 

Vesey and he was often seen quoting Old Testament 

scriptures to Black slaves, particularly those involving 

the exodus of the Israelites from Egypt. 

Vesey also believed it was his God-inspired mission to 

lead Black slaves to freedom. Vesey planned to carry 

out this mission in July, 1822. However, like Prosser, 

he was betrayed by one of his own before the plot 

actually materialized and subsequently died at the end 

of a rope. 

Nat Turner 

While neither Prosser's nor Vesey's rebellions actually 

succeeded, Nat Turner, also known as the “Prophet”, 

scared more than a generation of Southerners. Turner 

claimed to have religious visions as an apocalyptic, 

Christ-like, deliver and became a leading religious 

figure among the slaves of Southampton, Virginia. In 

1831, Turner and seven others entered the house of his 

master and killed the entire family, save a lone infant, 

with hatchets and broadaxes. 

After killing more than 50 whites, Turner and his 

followers hid in the surrounding woods for months 

before being captured and executed.  The fact that 

Turner succeeded in killing so many while avoiding 

capture for so long terrified whites throughout the 

South, and many never lived comfortably with slavery 

again. 
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