
Nat Turner was born enslaved on October 2, 1800, in Southampton County, Virginia. He 
became the leader of the deadliest revolt of enslaved people in United States history, an 
uprising that terrified white slaveholding society and permanently changed how the 
South controlled Black people. Turner’s rebellion lasted only a few days in August 1831, 
but the forces behind it had been building for generations. Enslavement was not merely 
unpaid work. It was a system in which human beings could be purchased, sold, whipped, 
separated from their families and denied control over their own bodies. Turner eventually 
answered that system with organized violence, and the rebellion included the killing of 
men, women and children. Understanding him honestly requires confronting both the 
brutality that created the revolt and the innocent lives taken during it. 

Much of what is known about Turner comes from The Confessions of Nat Turner, a 
document published shortly after his capture by a white lawyer named Thomas Ruffin 
Gray. Gray interviewed Turner while he was imprisoned and claimed to present Turner’s 
words faithfully. However, Gray organized, edited and published the account for profit, 
and Turner had no opportunity to approve the finished document. Historians therefore 
use it carefully. It contains information that probably came directly from Turner, but it 
also passed through the hands of a white man writing for a frightened public. Turner left 
no personal diary, letters or autobiography that could be used to check every detail. 

He was originally held by the Turner family, from whom he received the last name history 
remembers. “Nat Turner” was not simply an ordinary inherited family name. Enslaved 
people were commonly identified through the names of the people claiming ownership 
over them. His mother and grandmother reportedly recognized unusual intelligence in 
him, and members of the surrounding community came to believe he had a special 
spiritual purpose. Stories circulated that he could recall events from before he was born, 
although these claims belong more to the religious mythology surrounding his life than 
to verifiable history. 

Turner learned to read and write at a time when literacy among enslaved people was 
feared by slaveholders. The exact circumstances of his education remain uncertain, but 
he appears to have learned partly through members of the enslaving household and 
partly through his own determination. He read the Bible intensely and became known 
among other enslaved people as a preacher. His intelligence did not protect him from 
enslavement. If anything, literacy made him more aware of the contradiction between 
Christian teachings and the society surrounding him. 

White slaveholders frequently used Christianity to demand obedience from enslaved 
people. Selected biblical passages were used to tell them to obey their earthly masters, 
remain patient and expect justice only after death. Turner encountered the same Bible 
but interpreted it through the eyes of a person held in bondage. He paid attention to 
judgment, deliverance, divine punishment and the overthrow of oppressive powers. The 
Israelites’ escape from Egypt carried a different meaning for the enslaved than it did for 



people claiming ownership over them. Turner’s religion did not teach him to accept his 
condition peacefully; it helped convince him that slavery stood under God’s judgment. 

He experienced visions and believed that God communicated with him through nature, 
dreams and supernatural signs. According to the account published by Gray, Turner ran 
away from an enslaver in 1821 and remained free for approximately thirty days. He then 
returned because he believed a spiritual message instructed him to go back and prepare 
for a greater purpose. Other enslaved people reportedly criticized the decision because 
Turner had escaped and then voluntarily returned. Turner believed freedom for himself 
alone was not the mission placed before him. 

This decision can sound impossible to understand unless Turner’s religious worldview is 
taken seriously. He did not appear to think of himself simply as a man planning a 
personal escape. He increasingly viewed himself as an instrument of divine judgment. 
That belief gave meaning to his suffering and strengthened his courage, but it also 
carried danger. Once Turner became convinced that his interpretations came directly 
from God, ordinary moral limits and practical objections could be treated as obstacles to 
a sacred assignment. 

Over the years, Turner was transferred among several enslavers as property changed 
hands. By 1831, he was enslaved by Joseph Travis, who was married to the widow of one 
of Turner’s previous enslavers. Some accounts describe Travis as less cruel than other 
slaveholders, but that description must be kept in perspective. A person does not 
become free because the individual claiming ownership over him is considered mild. 
Turner could still be controlled, transferred, disciplined and denied the legal right to 
direct his own life. 

Southampton County contained plantations and farms where Black labor supported 
white property and independence. Enslaved people worked in agriculture, skilled trades 
and domestic service. Families lived under the constant possibility of separation 
because parents, spouses and children could be sold to different owners. Virginia’s 
economy also profited from selling enslaved people to the expanding cotton regions 
farther south. By Turner’s lifetime, the Upper South had become a major supplier of 
enslaved human beings to the Deep South. 

Turner’s religious visions grew more intense during the 1820s. He reportedly saw Black 
and white spirits engaged in battle and believed that Christ had placed aside the burden 
he had carried for humanity. Turner interpreted this as a sign that a violent struggle was 
approaching. In February 1831, a solar eclipse convinced him that the time to act had 
come. The sky itself seemed to confirm what he already believed. He began making plans 
with a small group of trusted men. 

The uprising was initially considered for July 4, 1831, a date carrying obvious meaning in 
a country that celebrated its own revolution against oppression. Turner became ill, 
however, and the action was postponed. Another unusual event in the sky during August 



was interpreted as a final signal. Turner gathered a small group of men on August 21. 
Among his earliest companions were enslaved men known as Hark, Henry, Sam, Nelson 
and Will. 

The rebels began at the home of Joseph Travis during the night of August 21 and the 
early morning of August 22. Turner and his followers killed Travis, Travis’s wife, their 
children and another person in the household. The group then moved from property to 
property, freeing enslaved men and recruiting some of them into the revolt. They took 
horses, guns, knives, axes and other weapons. As their numbers increased, Turner 
hoped to reach Jerusalem, the county seat, where the rebels might obtain additional 
weapons and expand the uprising. 

Turner later acknowledged that the rebels intended to create terror and avoid leaving 
people who could quickly report them. They killed white men, women and children, 
including an infant. Accounts differ about exactly which participant committed each 
killing and about how many people actively joined the group. Turner himself appears to 
have personally killed fewer people than his reputation sometimes suggests, but he 
organized the revolt, chose its direction and accepted responsibility for its purpose. 
Leadership cannot be separated from what followers do while carrying out the leader’s 
plan. 

Approximately fifty-five white people were killed, although some historical accounts give 
slightly different totals. This made the Southampton uprising the deadliest rebellion of 
enslaved people in United States history. The killing of children is one of the hardest 
facts to face. Slavery was an institution of systematic violence, but recognizing that 
reality does not require pretending every act committed against a slaveholding society 
was morally defensible. White children were born inside that society without designing it, 
just as Black children were born into bondage without choosing their condition. 

The rebels were not simply attacking individual people because of personal disputes. 
Turner wanted to strike the racial and economic system represented by white control. Yet 
the revolt could not separate the system from every person living within it. That is one of 
the dangers of revolutionary violence: once an entire group is treated as the embodiment 
of oppression, individuals can lose their human identity and become targets based on 
category alone. Turner’s rebellion exposed what slavery had already done for 
generations—reduced human beings to racial classifications and made violence against 
them seem acceptable. 

Turner did not create racial violence in Virginia. The society surrounding him had been 
built through kidnapping, forced labor, rape, whipping, family separation and the legal 
sale of children. Enslaved people could be punished for attempting to escape the very 
condition Americans had once fought a revolution to reject. The same culture that called 
George Washington a patriot for resisting British rule called Turner a criminal for 
resisting lifelong ownership. The two revolutions were not identical, especially because 



Turner’s forces deliberately killed children, but the difference in language reveals whose 
resistance American society considered legitimate. 

Not all enslaved people joined Turner. Some refused, remained where they were or 
helped protect white families. This did not necessarily mean they supported slavery. The 
uprising had limited weapons, no secure communication network, no protected territory 
and no realistic guarantee of victory. Joining could result in torture, execution or 
retaliation against one’s family. Enslaved people made different choices based on fear, 
loyalty, survival, moral belief and their judgment of the revolt’s chances. 

White families also reacted differently. Some fled into forests or gathered in protected 
buildings. News spread faster than reliable facts, producing rumors that enormous Black 
armies were marching across Virginia. Local militia units, armed volunteers and federal 
troops entered the region. Once organized military resistance appeared, Turner’s group 
lacked the numbers, training and weapons needed to sustain its advance. The revolt was 
largely suppressed by August 23. 

The end of the organized rebellion did not end the killing. White militias and mobs 
attacked Black people across the surrounding region, including many who had no 
involvement in Turner’s plans. Some were shot, beaten, tortured or killed without trials. 
Their bodies were sometimes displayed as warnings. Estimates vary, but the number of 
Black people killed during the retaliation likely exceeded the number of white people 
killed in the revolt. 

This difference matters because the official system recorded the deaths of white victims 
more carefully than the deaths of Black victims. White families had recognized legal 
identities and property claims. Enslaved Black people were often counted primarily as 
financial property belonging to someone else. When a Black person was executed by the 
state, Virginia could compensate the enslaver for the loss of property. The system could 
kill an enslaved person and then treat the owner as the injured party. 

Trials followed rapidly. Dozens of enslaved and free Black people were prosecuted, and 
many were convicted, executed or sold away from Virginia. Some defendants may have 
joined willingly, while others may have been swept into the prosecution through fear, 
rumor or pressure. Free Black residents faced particular suspicion because their very 
existence contradicted the belief that Black people were naturally suited for slavery. 
White officials feared that free Black communities could spread information, assist 
escape or inspire resistance. 

Turner escaped the immediate suppression and hid in the woods of Southampton 
County. For roughly two months, armed patrols searched for him. He survived in hiding 
near the communities he knew, using makeshift shelters and whatever food he could 
obtain. His ability to remain hidden increased his legend and the fear surrounding him. 
Slaveholders could not feel secure while the man who had organized the uprising 
remained free. 



On October 30, 1831, a local farmer named Benjamin Phipps discovered Turner hiding in 
a small concealed place. Turner surrendered and was taken to jail. He was tried on 
November 5 for “conspiring to rebel and making insurrection.” The outcome was never 
seriously in doubt. He was convicted and sentenced to death. 

Turner was hanged on November 11, 1831, in Jerusalem, Virginia, which was later 
renamed Courtland. His body was turned over for dissection, and reports circulated that 
parts of it were taken as souvenirs. Some later claims about what happened to his 
remains are difficult to verify, but the disrespect shown toward his body fit the racial 
culture of the period. Execution was not considered enough. White authorities wanted to 
destroy the man, examine the body and reduce the rebellion’s leader to an object. 

Thomas Ruffin Gray met with Turner in jail and published The Confessions of Nat Turner 
soon afterward. The word “confessions” can be misleading because Turner did not 
simply express regret and ask forgiveness. The document presents him explaining his 
visions, preparation and leadership. He did not appear broken in the way white society 
may have expected. When asked whether he regretted his actions, Turner reportedly 
answered by asking whether Christ had not been crucified. 

That response revealed how completely Turner understood his actions through religion. 
He saw death as confirmation rather than defeat. However, believing that God authorized 
an action does not settle its morality. Human beings across history have attached divine 
approval to liberation, conquest, punishment and murder. Turner’s faith gave him the 
courage to resist slavery, but it also allowed him to interpret violent choices as sacred 
necessities. 

Virginia lawmakers responded to the uprising by debating the future of slavery. During 
the legislative session of 1831–1832, some representatives openly discussed gradual 
emancipation. The debate showed that even some white Virginians understood slavery 
was dangerous, economically troubling and morally difficult to defend. Yet the legislature 
rejected emancipation. Rather than remove the institution that produced rebellion, 
Virginia strengthened control over the people trapped inside it. 

New restrictions limited Black religious gatherings, movement, assembly and education. 
Laws against teaching enslaved people to read became more severe because officials 
recognized that literacy allowed people to study revolutionary ideas, communicate and 
interpret the Bible independently. Black preaching was treated as a threat because Turner 
had used religious authority to organize resistance. White-controlled Christianity was 
acceptable; independent Black spiritual leadership appeared dangerous. 

Other Southern states tightened their laws as well. Slaveholders became more 
suspicious of Black ministers, literate enslaved people and free Black communities. 
Patrols expanded, surveillance increased and movement required closer supervision. 
The rebellion therefore produced a painful result: an uprising intended to destroy slavery 
led immediately to harsher conditions for many enslaved people. That outcome does not 



prove resistance was wrong. It demonstrates the enormous power of the system Turner 
was attempting to defeat. 

Southern politicians and newspapers blamed Northern abolitionists for the revolt. 
William Lloyd Garrison had begun publishing the antislavery newspaper The Liberator 
earlier in 1831, and white Southerners accused abolitionist literature of encouraging 
rebellion. There is no solid evidence that Turner was directed by Garrison or a Northern 
abolitionist organization. His plans grew from his experiences, biblical interpretation and 
the conditions of slavery around him. Blaming outside agitators allowed slaveholders to 
avoid admitting that slavery itself gave people a reason to rebel. 

The uprising deepened the South’s defense of slavery. Earlier white leaders had 
sometimes described slavery as an unfortunate institution inherited from previous 
generations. As abolitionist pressure grew, defenders increasingly called it a “positive 
good.” They argued that enslavement civilized and protected Black people, even while 
using armies, patrols, laws and executions to prevent those supposedly satisfied people 
from escaping. Turner shattered the fantasy that enslaved people universally accepted 
their condition. 

His rebellion also unsettled comforting stories about plantation relationships. 
Slaveholders liked to imagine themselves as fatherly protectors surrounded by loyal 
dependents. Some white victims knew Turner and the other rebels personally. The revolt 
demonstrated that forced familiarity was not the same as affection. A person could serve 
food, work a field, perform household duties and remain silent while carrying anger that 
the enslaver never bothered to understand. 

After the Civil War, Turner became a symbol interpreted in very different ways. Many 
white accounts reduced him to a bloodthirsty fanatic, separating the revolt from the 
conditions of slavery. Some Black writers and activists presented him as a freedom 
fighter who refused submission. Neither simple image tells the whole story. Calling him 
only a monster conceals the monstrous system that shaped his world, while portraying 
him as a spotless hero conceals the killing of people who were not responsible for every 
part of that system. 

Harriet Jacobs, Frederick Douglass and other formerly enslaved writers showed that 
resistance took many forms. Some people escaped, secretly learned to read, preserved 
families, broke tools, slowed work, protected children or challenged enslavers directly. 
Turner chose armed revolt, but his choice was not the only evidence that enslaved 
people rejected slavery. Quiet resistance could also require extraordinary courage. The 
fact that most enslaved people did not launch violent uprisings should never be mistaken 
for contentment. 

In 1967, white novelist William Styron published The Confessions of Nat Turner, a 
fictional retelling that won major praise but generated strong criticism from Black writers 
and historians. Critics argued that Styron distorted Turner’s personality, sexuality and 



relationship to Black people. The controversy raised an important question about who 
has the power to shape historical memory. Turner had already been denied the ability to 
write his own full account, so later fictional portrayals carried unusual power to replace 
the person with someone else’s imagination. 

Turner’s importance does not come from winning the rebellion. Militarily, it failed quickly. 
Slavery continued for more than thirty years and became even more deeply defended 
across the South. His importance comes from the truth the uprising forced into the open. 
Enslaved people were not property by nature, peaceful because they lacked courage or 
satisfied because they sometimes appeared obedient. They were human beings making 
choices under conditions designed to make nearly every form of resistance dangerous. 

His life also forces a confrontation with the moral cost of oppression. When a 
government closes peaceful paths to freedom, refuses legal personhood and uses 
violence to maintain control, it creates the conditions in which desperate resistance 
becomes more likely. That does not make every action committed during a revolt just. It 
means the society producing the desperation cannot pretend innocence when violence 
finally returns to it. 

Nat Turner should be remembered without being cleaned up for comfort. He was 
intelligent, literate, religiously driven and willing to die rather than accept slavery as 
permanent. He was also the commander of an uprising in which approximately fifty-five 
white people were killed, including children. The white response then killed many Black 
people who had nothing to do with the revolt and imposed harsher control on an entire 
population. There was no clean side of the bloodshed, but there was a clear system at its 
foundation: human bondage protected by law. 

Turner’s story is ultimately about what happens when a nation praises liberty while 
denying people ownership of themselves. Virginia could execute him, dismember his 
body and strengthen its laws, but it could not erase the question his rebellion raised. If 
freedom was truly a natural right, why did Black people become criminals when they 
attempted to claim it? That contradiction remained unresolved until slavery was 
destroyed through a far larger war—and even then, the struggle over Black freedom 
continued. 

 


