NAT TURNER

Intelligent and charismatic, a preacher and a slave, Nat Turner was a man seemingly destined for one moment in time. From almost the moment of his birth, Turner was being steered towards rebellion by way of a series of important events--a rebellion which would have an impact upon all of Southern slavery.
Nat Turner was born to a life of slavery in Southampton, Virginia in 1800. At this point in time, the state of Virginia had some rather diverse ideas about the institution of slavery. While other states were content to keep the slaves in total ignorance, Virginia established schools for slave children and freely allowed religious meetings, something which other slave states were quite weary of. In light of this fact, it is no wonder that the unrest amongst slaves in Virginia was more evident than in the Deep South; the slaves in Virginia had been given a small taste of freedom through their activities in school and church, and they hungered for more. Sadly for the slaves of Virginia, this is as far as the freedom went, and there were no signs that complete emancipation would be forthcoming. It is in this half-free environment that the young Nat Turner would grow up in, a state which caused frustration to boil within him, as he wasn't seeing the ending of the terrible injustice of slavery.

While Turner was still a boy, his grandmother taught him about his African heritage. It was around this time that a traditional African search of his bodily lumps and marks showed that he would be a prophet; this was his first step towards rebellion. It was also during this time as a youngster that Turner learned to read and write; he claimed that the alphabet “came to him” in a vision, where he found the letters burned into leaves on the ground. (Confessions, 39)  After his grandmother's arrival in Virginia from Africa, she converted to Christianity, a religion which she passed on to young Nat, and this is how Turner first came into contact with the Bible. Soon religion and freedom had become synonymous in Turner's mind, and this is something that would set the course for future events. When Nat was nine years old, his father escaped the slave life by running away from the farm, and this action by his father had a deep and profound impact upon Nat; his father's example of courage stayed with Nat and served to make his determination to help his people even stronger. Turner was beginning to see that freedom would have to be his ultimate goal, but not just freedom for himself—freedom for all of his people.

Nat Turner’s belief that he was a mystic, born for some great purpose; in his mind justified his bloody rebellion against slave owners in Virginia. His actions did not so much spring from the fact that members of his family had been beaten, separated or sold, but rather from his own deep sense of freedom spoken in the Bible.  From the time Nat Turner was four years old, he had been recognized as intelligent, able to understand beyond his years.  He continued to search for religious truth and began to have visions or signs of being called by God.  By the time Nat Turner reached manhood, the path his life would take was clear; his destiny would be to bring his fellow slaves out of bondage. 
 
Upon his master’s death, Nat was inherited by his master’s son Samuel, and Samuel hired an overseer to push the slaves harder.  Soon after this Nat ran away, and for two weeks he was hunted by dogs and people.  The other slaves celebrated his action as a hope for freedom. However, after four weeks of hiding, Turner returned to the plantation claiming that the Spirit told him that he “had [his] wishes directed to the things of this world, and not to the kingdom of heaven, and that [he] should return to the service of my earthly master” (Confessions, 38).


Later, On May 12th, 1828, Nat said that there was a “loud noise in the heavens” and that the Spirit “instantly appeared to [him] and said the Serpent was loosened, and Christ had laid down the yoke he had borne for the sins of men, and that [he] should take it on and fight against the Serpent, for the time was fast approaching when the should be last and the last should be first.”  (Confessions, 39)  He took these signs to mean that he should “arise and prepare myself and slay my enemies with their own weapons.”--and prepare he did. 

On Saturday August 20th, after weeks of preparation and careful planning, Nat left the fields for the last time. His group of most trusted companions met around 3 pm and made their final plans to strike that night.  They would use terror and speed to their advantage in their quest to bring about freedom. In his final speech to his companions, Nat said, “We do not go forth for the sake of blood and carnage, but it is necessary that all … all the whites we meet should die … Remember that ours is not a war for robbery … it is a struggle for freedom. We shall spare neither age nor sex”. (Confessions, 39) Turner knew that in order for his rebellion to be complete, he would have to eliminate all whites, not just older white males, and he sought to justify this to his followers.

The rebellion itself was an act of bloody revenge against the white slave masters and their families.  Starting at turners own farm, the rebelling slaves cut a path of death and destruction through the countryside.  To keep the insurrection from becoming noticed, the slaves did not use any firearms; rather, they stabbed and decapitated their victims.  In total, 60 white men, women, and children were killed during the rampage. (Confessions, 40)
In Turner's vision, the rebellion included the capture of the city of Jerusalem—but this vision never became a reality.  The group of rebel slaves was attacked on all sides by militia and soon they were driven into the woods.  Word of the rebellion had spread and the salves that were not killed hid in fear.  Several weeks later Nat Turner was found hiding in the woods next to his original farm.  Soon after he was tried, found guilty, and then hung.

Although it is true that Turner rose to become a well-respected preacher in the black community, not all black slaves shared his opinions on a bloody rebellion.  Some of his fellow slaves refused to join in his cause, while others deserted him during his rebellion, for fear of reprisals from the whites.  While Nat Turner had the foresight to not reveal his plans to anyone but his four most trusted companions, his plans weren't completely unknown to others. In the end, when Turner was caught outside his farm, it was two slaves who turned him in. Further, many slaves even fought against Turner and his rebels throughout the course of the rebellion. This was due, in part, to the fact that in the South, many slaves were afraid of being sold to a tough owner or a sugar plantation. They knew that slaves on sugar plantations were often worked to death in the fields, so they hedged their bets and backed the white plantation owners.  Thus, it is no surprise that many slaves refused to join in the rebellion, due to the fact that they were afraid that if their master died, they might be sold to a tougher, harder slave owner, or to the aforementioned sugar plantations



Nat Turner himself justified his bloody rebellion against whites as the fulfillment of a prophecy.  After he was put into prison, Turner gave a written confession to Thomas R. Gray.  When asked if he thought his mission was a mistake, Turner answered, “Was not Christ crucified? And by signs in the heavens that it would make known to me when I should commence the great work.” (Confessions, 39) Nat Turner had to kill the serpent, to strike out against slavery and free his people. To him, it was none other than the fulfillment of his prophecy.
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