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Slave Rebelliors

Comparative Analysis of Main Slave Rebellions in the British Colonies of the Americas — Part 1

Chronology of Main Slave Rebellions in North America:
1739 Stono Rebellion, South Carolina

1800 Gabriel Prosser’s Revolt, Virginia

1822 Denmark Vesey’s Revolt, South Carolina

1831 Nat Turner’s Revolt, Virginia

et H he fearof slave revolt s was ubiquitous in the Americas. In North America this was a recurring theme: plots, real or

== imaginary, were discovered and resistance crushed before the slaves had time to flex their muscles. Yet how else

could they organize? Too open a show invariably prompted a violent backlash; too secret or sluggish a plot might never
persuade others to join. Moreover, the sure knowledge of what failure would bring may have deterred many slaves from
joining their bolder or more desperate friends and associates. But fear and timidity were never enough to prevent slave
rebellions. And hanging over all of them was the knowledge of what would surely happen to slaves who were caught. Africans
had long and bitter memories of the violence of white people; local-born (Creoles) slaves were brought up on the appalling
tales of their African parents and fed a diet of violent folklore and popular memory, in addition to the regular administration
of blows and lashes which punctuated their lives. Plot, rebel — and fail — was a guaranteed route to the most painful of slave
deaths.

Slave-owners did not need black violence to convince them of their slaves’ wicked intentions, for they had the most vivid
imaginations. Slaves were assumed to be potential plotters, ever alert to the prospect of freedom, settling old scores and far
too willing to bad-mouth their owners. Disgruntled or resentful mutterings might readily seem to some whites to be
embryonic plotting. In this paranoid world of the slave-owning class, slave plots were all around; it was simply a matter of
discovering them. White suppression of an imaginary plot could be as bloody as it was for a real uprising.

Examples: : In the very week that American Independence was declared, July 1776, on the Louisiana frontier, a local
slave-owner, William Dunbar, supposedly uncovered a plot among his slaves (all recently imported from Jamaica). One slave,
thoroughly (but not violently) questioned, resolutely denied all accusations of plotting. But while being transported down the
river, trussed up in the bottom of a canoe, he flung himself overboard and drowned. “This was sufficient evidence of his guilt.’
Perhaps, on the other hand, he was simply terrified and keen to avoid the agonizing fate of slave plotters. This suicide sealed
the fate of his acquaintances, three of whom were hanged.

Also, as early as 1712, whites in New York reportedly uncovered a bloody conspiracy of some of the slaves to destroy as many
of the inhabitants as they would. The ensuing harassments by the whites reportedly led to the slaves setting a fire to a
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building on Maiden Lane near Broadway. Thus, the plot, if such it was, led to the execution of twenty-one slaves, six others
killed themselves. The litany of violence was familiar: some were burnt others hanged, one broke on a wheel, and one hung in
chains in the town. As you know by now, some of the bones of these individuals may have recently been discovered in the Wall
St. area.

There were slave plots — more perhaps than we shall ever discover — some of which came dangerously close to succeeding:

Stono Rebellion, South Carolina - 1739

M( uch more serious was the slave rising at Stono, South Carolina in 1739. On Sunday, 9 September, the day the planters allowed

SES them to work for themselves, about twenty Angolans killed some local whites and seized arms before heading south toward
Georgia and the ultimate sanctuary of the Spanish settlement of St. Augustine in Florida. The revolt was led by an African slave called
“lemmy” or “Cato” but the rebellion was named after the Stono River in South Carolina. The slaves discriminated as they moved south,
sparing a white thought to be ‘a good man and kind to slaves’ but killing the less fortunate and destroying property. With drums beating,
the rebels called out for liberty, recruiting more slaves to their ranks until they numbered between sixty and one hundred. Relaxing in the
field, lubricated with stolen rum, the rebels set to dancing, singing and beating drums, to draw more Negroes to them, thinking they were
now victorious over the whole province, having marched ten miles and burnt all before them without opposition. If so, they were sadly
deluded. The militia had been raised, confronting and attacking them. The rebels were routed, some shot on the spot, and others
interrogated then shot. They did not torture one Negro, but only put them to an easy death to the honor of the Carolina Planters. It was
the largest uprising in North America prior to the American Revolution.

In response, South Carolina enlisted a ten-year moratorium against importing African slaves and began their own “breeding farms,” which
as we previously mentioned led to early “creolization” of the slave population in North America. Nonetheless, and giving the fact that like in
the West Indies, the slave population was for the most part isolated from that of the majority of the whites, the slaves had to create their
own “Gullah” language and culture. A heritage that they are proud of to this day. They speak an English-based creole language containing
significant influences from African languages in grammar and sentence structure — and related to Jamaican Creole.

Gabriel Prosser’s Revolt, Virginia - 1800

I n 1800 Gabriel Prosser’s machinations among slaves in Virginia posed a serious threat. It was rumored that
thousands of slaves were to be involved in a major uprising near Richmond, Virginia. Large numbers
undoubtedly knew of the plot, but the number of plotters may have been far fewer that the 1,000 alleged. In the
end, about twenty were executed, and others were transported. Interestingly, many of the leaders were privileged
slaves, men with a degree of freedom to move about, and a freedom which allowed them to discuss, organize and
plot. Slave revolts and subversions were not simply an outcome of brute physical oppression or maltreatment.

Prosser was a
Blacksmith by trade







