
NAT TURNER  

__________________________  

"THE LAST SHOULD BE FIRST"  

In response to questions from a white lawyer named Thomas R. Gray, Nat Turner explains why he led his revolt 

against slavery.  

Sir- - You have asked me to give a history of the motives which induced me to undertake the late insurrection, 

as you call it- - To do so I must go back to the days of my infancy....In my childhood a circumstance occurred 

which made an indelible impression on my mind, and laid the groundwork of that enthusiasm, which has 

terminated so fatally to many, both white and black, and for which I am about to atone at the gallows....Being at 

play with other children, when three or four years old, I was telling them something, which my mother 

overhearing, said it had happened before I was born...others being called on were greatly astonished...and 

caused them to say in my hearing, I surely would be a prophet....  

For two years [I] prayed continually, whenever my duty would permit- - and then again I had [a]...revelation, 

which fully confirmed me in the impression that I was ordained for some great purpose, in the hands of the 

Almighty....  

About this time [around 1825] I had a vision- - and 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 on the 12th of May, 1828, I heard a loud noise in the heavens, and the Spirit instantly appeared to me and 

said the Serpent was loosened, and Christ had laid down the yoke he had borne for the sins of men, and that I 

should take it on and fight against the Serpent, for the time was fast approaching when the first should be last 

and the last should be first.  

[Question] Do you not find yourself mistaken now?  

[Answer] Was not Christ crucified? And by signs in the heavens that it would be made known to me when I 

should commence the great work- - and until the first sign appeared, I should conceal if from the knowledge of 

men- - 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 before me to do, to four in 

whom I had the greatest confidence (Henry, Hark, Nelson, and Sam)- - It was intended by us to have begun the 

work of death on the 4th of July last- - Many were the plans formed and rejected by us, and it affected my mind 

to such a degree, that I fell sick, and the time passed without our coming to any determination how to 

commence- - Still forming new schemes and rejecting them, when the sign appeared again, which determined 

me not to wait longer.  

Since the commencement of 1830, I had been living with Mr. Joseph Travis, who was to me a kind master, and 

placed the greatest confidence in me: in fact, I had no cause to complain of his treatment of me. On Saturday 

evening, the 20th of August, it was agreed between Henry, Hark, and myself, to prepare a dinner the next day 

for the men we expected, and then to concert a plan, as we had not yet determined on any. Hark, on the 

following morning, brought a pig, and Henry brandy, and being joined by Sam, Nelson, Will and Jack, they 

prepared in the woods a dinner, where, about three o'clock, I joined them....  

I saluted them on coming up, and asked Will how came he there, he answered, his life was worth no more than 

others, and his liberty as dear to him. I asked him if he thought to obtain it? He said he would, or lose his life. 

This was enough to put him in full confidence. Jack, I knew, was only a tool in the hands of Hark, it was 



quickly agreed we should commence at home (Mr. J. Travis') on that night, and until we had armed and 

equipped ourselves, and gathered sufficient force, neither age nor sex was to be spared (which was invariably 

adhered to). We remained at the feast, until about two hours in the night, when we went to the house and found 

Austin; they all went to the cider press and drank, except myself. On returning to the house Hark went to the 

door with an axe, for the purpose of breaking it open, as we knew we were strong enough to murder the family, 

if they were awakened by the noise; but reflecting that it might create an alarm in the neighborhood, we 

determined to enter the house secretly, and murder them whilst sleeping. hark got a ladder and set it against the 

chimney, on which I ascended, and hoisting a window, entered and came down stairs, unbarred the door, and 

removed the guns from their places. It was then observed that I must spill the first blood. On which, armed with 

a hatchet, and accompanied by Will, I entered my master's chamber, it being dark, I could not give a death 

blow, the hatchet glanced from his head, he sprang from the bed and called his wife, it was his last word, Will 

laid him dead, with a blow of his axe, and Mrs. Travis shared the same fate, as she lay in bed. The murder of 

this family, five in number, was the work of a moment, not one of them awoke; there was a little infant sleeping 

in a cradle, that was forgotten, until we had left the house and gone some distance, when Henry and will 

returned and killed it; we got here, four guns that would shoot and several old muskets, with a pound or two of 

powder. We remained some time at the barn, where we paraded; I formed them in a line as soldiers, 

and...marched them off to Mr. Salthul Francis', about six hundred yards distant. Sam and Will went to the door 

and knocked. Mr. Francis asked who was there, Sam replied it was him, and he had a letter for him, on which he 

got up and came to the door; they immediately seized him, and dragging him out a little from the door, he was 

dispatched by repeated blows on the head; there was no other white person in the family. We started from there 

for Mrs. Reese's, maintaining the most perfect silence on our march, where finding the door unlocked, we 

entered, and murdered Mrs. Reese in her bed, while sleeping; her son awoke, but it was only to sleep the sleep 

of death, he had only time to say who is that, and he was no more. From Mrs. Reese's we went to Mrs. Turner's, 

a mile distant, which we reached about sunrise, on Monday morning. Henry, Austin, and Sam, went to the still, 

where, finding Mr. Peebles, Austin shot him, and the rest of us went to the house; as we approached, the family 

discovered us, and shut the door. Vain hope! Will, with one stroke of his axe opened it, and we entered and 

found Mrs. Turner and Mrs. Newsome in the middle of a room, almost frightened to death. Will immediately 

killed Mrs. Turner, with one blow of his axe. I took Mrs. Newsome by the hand, and with the sword I had when 

I was apprehended, I struck her several blows over the head, but not being able to kill her, as the sword was 

dull. Will turning around and discovering it, dispatched her also. A general destruction of property and search 

for money and ammunition, always succeeded the murders. By this time my company amounted to fifteen, and 

nine men mounted, who started for Mrs. Whitehead's....As we approached the house we discovered Mr. Richard 

Whitehead standing in the cotton patch, near the lane fence; we called him over into the lane, and Will, the 

executioner, was near at hand, with his fatal axe, to send him to an untimely grave....As I came around to the 

door I saw Will pulling Mrs. Whitehead out of the house, and at the step he nearly severed her head from her 

body, with his broad axe. Miss Margaret, when I discovered her, had concealed herself in the corner...on my 

approach she fled, but was soon overtaken, and after repeated blows with a sword, I killed her by a blow on the 

head, with a fence rail....  

...'Twas my object to carry terror and devastation wherever we went....I sometimes got in sight in time to see the 

work of death completed, viewed the mangled bodies as they lay, in silent satisfaction, and immediately started 

in quest of other victims- - Having murdered Mrs. Waller and ten children, we started for Mr. William 

Williams'- - having killed him and two little boys that were there; while engaged in this, Mrs. Williams fled and 

got some distance from the house, but she was pursued, overtaken, and compelled to get up behind one of the 

company, who brought her back, and after showing her the mangled body of her lifeless husband, she was told 

to get down an lay by his side, where she was shot dead....  

Our number amounted now to fifty or sixty, all mounted and armed with guns, axes, swords, and clubs....We 

were met by a party of white men, who had pursued our blood- stained track....The white men, eighteen in 

number, approached us in about one hundred yards, when one of them fired....I then ordered my men to fire and 

rush them; the few remaining stood their ground until we approached within fifty yards, when they fired and 

retreated....As I saw them re- loading their guns, and more coming up than I saw at first, and several of my 



bravest men being wounded, the other became panick struck and squandered over the field; the white men 

pursued and fired on us several times....  

All deserted me but two, (Jacob and Nat,) we concealed ourselves in the woods until near night, when I sent 

them in search of Henry, Sam, Nelson, and Hark, and directed them to rally all they could, at the place where 

had had our dinner the Sunday before, where they would find me, and I accordingly returned there as soon as it 

was dark and remained until Wednesday evening, when discovering white men riding around the place as 

though they were looking for someone, and none of my men joining me, I concluded Jacob and Nat had been 

taken, and compelled to betray me. On this I gave up all hope for the present; and on Thursday night after 

having supplied myself with provisions from Mr. Travis' I scratched a hope under a pile of fence rails in a field, 

where I concealed myself for six weeks, never leaving my hiding place but for a few minutes in the dead of 

night to get water which was very near....I know not how long I might have led this life, if accident had not 

betrayed me, a dog in the neighborhood passing by my hiding place one night while I was out, was attracted by 

some meat I had in my cave, and crawled in and stole it, and was coming out just as I returned. A few nights 

after, two Negroes having started to go hunting with the same dog, and passed that way, the dog came again to 

the place, and having just gone out to walk about, discovered me and barked, on which thinking myself 

discovered, I spoke to them to beg concealment. On making myself known they fled from me. Knowing when 

they would betray me, I immediately left my hiding place, and was pursued almost incessantly until I was taken 

a fortnight afterwards by Mr. Benjamin Phipps, in a little hole I had dug out with my sword, for the purpose of 

concealment, under the top of a fallen tree.  

Source: The Confessions of Nat Turner, the Leader of the Late Insurrection in Southampton, Va. (Baltimore, 

1831).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



HARRIET TUBMAN  

_______________________________________  

"THE MOST REMARKABLE WOMAN OF THIS AGE"  

Harriet Tubman, the famous fugitive slave from Maryland, risks her life sneaking into slave territory to free 

slaves. Slaveholders posted a $40,000 reward for the capture of the "Black Moses."  

One of the teachers lately commissioned by the New- England Freedmen's Aid Society is probably the most 

remarkable woman of this age. That is to say, she has performed more wonderful deeds by the native power of 

her own spirit against adverse circumstances than any other. She is well known to many by the various names 

which her eventful life has given her; Harriet Garrison, Gen. Tubman, &c.; but among the slaves she is 

universally known by her well earned title of Moses,- - Moses the deliverer. She is a rare instance, in the midst 

of high civilization and intellectual culture, of a being of great native powers, working powerfully, and to 

beneficient ends, entirely untaught by schools or books.  

Her maiden name was Araminta Ross. She is the granddaughter of a native African, and has not a drop of white 

blood in her veins. She was born in 1820 or 1821, on the Eastern Shore of Maryland....  

She seldom lived with her owner, but was usually "hired out" to different persons. She once "hired her time," 

and employed it in the rudest farming labors, ploughing, carting, driving the oxen, &c., to so good advantage 

that she was able in one year to buy a pair of steers worth forty dollars.  

When quite young she lived with a very pious mistress; but the slaveholder's religion did not prevent her from 

whipping the young girl for every slight or fancied fault. Araminta found that this was usually a morning 

exercise; so she prepared for it by putting on all the thick clothes she could procure to protect her skin. She 

made sufficient outcry, however, to convince her mistress that her blows had full effect; and in the afternoon 

she would take off her wrappings, and dress as well as she could. When invited into family prayers, she 

preferred to stay on the landing, and pray for herself; "and I prayed to God," she says "to make me strong and 

able to fight and that's what I've allers prayed for ever since...."  

In her youth she received a severe blow on her head from a heavy weight thrown by her master at another slave, 

but which accidentally hit her. The blow produced a disease of the brain which was severe for a long time, and 

still makes her very lethargic....She was married about 1844 to a free colored man named John Tubman, but 

never had any children. Owing to changes in her owner's family, it was determined to sell her and some other 

slaves; but her health was so much injured, that a purchaser was not easily found. At length she became 

convinced that she would soon be carried away, and she decided to escape. Her brothers did not agree with her 

plans, and she walked off alone, following the guidance of the brooks, which she had observed to run North....  

She remained two years in Philadelphia working hard and carefully hoarding her money. Then she hired a 

room, furnished it as well as she could, bought a nice suit of men's clothes, and went back to Maryland for her 

husband. But the faithless man had taken to himself another wife. Harriet did not dare venture into her presence, 

but sent word to her husband where she was. He declined joining her. At first her grief and anger were 

excessive...but finally she thought..."if he could do without her, she could without him," and so "he dropped out 

of her heart," and she determined to give her life to brave deeds. Thus all personal aims died out of her heart; 

and with her simple brave motto, "I can't die but once," she began the work which has made her Moses,- - the 

deliverer of her people. Seven or eight times she has returned to the neighborhood of her former home, always 

at the risk of death in the most terrible forms, and each time has brought away a company of fugitive slaves, and 

led them safely to the free States, or to Canada. Every time she went, the dangers increased. In 1857, she 

brought away her old parents, and, as they were too feeble to walk, she was obliged to hire a wagon, which 



added greatly to the perils of the journey. In 1860 she went for the last time, and among her troop was an infant 

whom they were obliged to keep stupefied with laudanum to prevent its outcries....  

She always came in the winter when the nights are long and dark, and people who have homes stay in them. She 

was never seen on the plantation herself; but appointed a rendezvous for her company eight or ten miles distant, 

so that if they were discovered at the first start she was not compromised. She started on Saturday night; the 

slaves at that time being allowed to go away from home to visit their friends- - so that they would not be missed 

until Monday morning. Even then they were supposed to have loitered on the way, and it would often be late on 

Monday afternoon before the flight would be certainly known. If by any further delay the advertisement was not 

sent out before Tuesday morning, she felt secure of keeping ahead of it; but if it were, it required all her 

ingenuity to escape. She resorted to various devices, she had confidential friends all along the road. She would 

hire a man to follow the one who put up the notices, and take them down as soon as his back was turned. She 

crossed creeks on railroad bridges by night, she hid her company in the woods while she herself not being 

advertised went into the towns in search of information....  

The expedition was governed by the strictest rules. If any man gave out, he must be shot. "Would you really do 

that?" she was asked. "Yes," she replied, "if he was weak enough to give out, he'd be weak enough to betray us 

all, and all who had helped us; and do you think I'd let so many die just for one coward man." "Did you ever 

have to shoot any one?" she was asked. "One time," she said, "a man gave out on the second night; his feet were 

sore and swollen, he couldn't go any further; he'd rather go back and die, if he must." They tried all arguments 

in vain, bathed his feet, tried to strengthen him, but it was of no use, he would go back. Then she said, "I told 

the boys to get their guns ready, and shoot him. They'd have done it in a minute; but when he heard that, he 

jumped right up and went on as well as any body...."  

When going on these journeys she often lay alone in the forests all night. Her whole soul was filled with awe of 

the mysterious Unseen Presence, which thrilled her with such depths of emotion, that all other care and fear 

vanished. Then she seemed to speak with her Maker "as a man talketh with his friend;" her child- like petitions 

had direct answers, and beautiful visions lifted her up above all doubt and anxiety into serene trust and faith. No 

man can be a hero without this faith in some form; the sense that he walks not in his own strength, but leaning 

on an almighty arm. Call it fate, destiny, what you will, Moses of old, Moses of to- day, believed it to be 

Almighty God.  

Source: Commonwealth (July 17, 1863); Freeman's Record (March 1865).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



JOSIAH HENSON  

________________________________________________________  

"THE OVERSEER...SENT MY MOTHER AWAY...TO A RETIRED SPOT"  

Nothing aroused greater fury within the slave community than the sexual abuse of slave women. Josiah Henson 

describes his father's reaction to an overseer's attempt to molest his mother.  

I was born June 15th, 1789, in Charles County, Maryland, on a farm belonging to Mr. Francis Newman, about a 

mile from Port Tobacco. My mother was a slave of Dr. Josiah McPherson, but hired to the Mr. Newman to 

whom my father belonged. The only incident I can remembered which occurred while my mother continued on 

Mr. Newman's farm, was the appearance one day of my father with his head bloody and his back lacerated. He 

was beside himself with mingled rage and suffering. The explanation I picked up from the conversation of 

others only partially explained the matter to my mind; but as I grew older I understood it all. It seemed the 

overseer had sent my mother away from the other field hands to a retired place, and after trying persuasion in 

vain, had resorted to force to accomplish a brutal purpose. Her screams aroused my father at his distant work, 

and running up, he found his wife struggling with the man. Furious at the sight, he sprung upon him like a tiger. 

In a moment the overseer was down, and, mastered by rage, my father would have killed him but for the 

entreaties of my mother, and the overseer's own promise that nothing should ever be said of the matter. The 

promise was kept- - like most promises of the cowardly and debased- - as long as the danger lasted.  

The laws of state states provide means and opportunities for revenge so ample, that miscreants like him never 

fail to improve them. "A nigger has struck a white man;" that is enough to set a whole county on fire; no 

question is asked about the provocation. The authorities were soon in pursuit of my father. The fact of the 

sacrilegious act of lifting a hand against the sacred temple of a white man's body...this was all it was necessary 

to establish. And the penalty followed: one hundred lashes on the bare back, and to have the right ear nailed to 

the whipping- post, and then severed from the body. For a time my father kept out of the way, hiding in the 

woods, and at night venturing into some cabin in search of food. But at length the strict watch set baffled all his 

efforts. His supplies cut off, he was fairly starved out, and compelled by hunger to come back and give himself 

up.  

The day for the execution of the penalty was appointed. The Negroes from the neighboring plantations were 

summoned, for their moral improvement, to witness the scene. A powerful blacksmith named Hewes laid on the 

stripes. Fifty were given, during which the cries of my father might be heard a mile, and then a pause ensued. 

True, he had struck a white man, but as valuable property he must not be damaged. Judicious men felt his pulse. 

Oh! he could stand the whole. Again and again the thong fell on his lacerated back. His cries grew fainter and 

fainter, till a feeble groan was the only response to his final blows. His head was then thrust against the post, 

and his right ear fastened to it with a tack; a swift pass of a knife, and the bleeding member was left sticking to 

the place. Then came a hurrah from the degraded crowd, and the exclamation, "That's what he's got for striking 

a white man." A few said, "it's a damned shame;" but the majority regarded it as but a proper tribute to their 

offended majesty....  

Previous to this affair my father, from all I can learn, had been a good- humored and light- hearted man, the 

ringleader in all fun at corn- huskings and Christmas buffoonery. His banjo was the life of the farm, and all 

night long at a merry- making would he play on it while the other Negroes danced. But from this hour he 

became utterly changed. Sullen, morose, and dogged, nothing could be done with him. The milk of human 

kindness in his heart was turned to gall. He brooded over his wrongs. No fear or threats of being sold to the far 

south- - the greatest of all terrors to the Maryland slave- - would render him tractable. So off he was sent to 

Alabama. What was his fate neither my mother nor I have ever learned....  



For two or three years my mother and her young family of six children had resided on [Dr. McPherson's] estate; 

and we had been in the main very happy....  

Our term of happy union as one family was now, alas! at an end. Mournful as was the Doctor's death to his 

friends it was a far greater calamity to us. The estate and the slaves must be sold and the proceeds divided 

among the heirs. We were but property- - not a mother, and the children God had given her.  

Common as are slave- auctions in the southern states, and naturally as a slave may look forward to the time 

when he will be put upon the block, still the full misery of the event- - of the scenes which precede and succeed 

it- - is never understood till the actual experience comes. The first sad announcement that the sale is to be; the 

knowledge that all ties of the past are to be sundered; the frantic terror at the idea of being "sent south;" the 

almost certainty that one member of a family will be torn from another; the anxious scanning of purchasers' 

faces; the agony at parting, often forever, with husband, wife, child- - these must be seen and felt to be fully 

understood. Young as I was then, the iron entered into my soul. The remembrance of breaking up of 

McPherson's estate is photographed in its minutest features in my mind. The crowd collected around the stand, 

the huddling group of Negroes, the examination of muscle, teeth, the exhibition of agility, the look of the 

autioneer, the agony of my mother- - I can shut my eyes and see them all.  

My brothers and sisters were bid off first, and one by one, while my mother, paralyzed by grief, held me by the 

hand. her turn came, and she was bought by Isaac Riley of Montgomery County. Then I was offered to the 

assembled purchasers. My mother, half distracted by the thought of parting forever from all her children, 

pushed through the crowd, while the bidding for me was going on, to the spot where Riley was standing. She 

fell at his feet and clung to his knees, entreating him in tones that a mother only could command, to buy her 

baby as well as herself, and spare to her one, at least of her little ones. Will it, can it be believed that this man, 

thus appealed to, was capable not merely of turning a deaf ear to her supplication, but of disengaging himself 

from her with such violent blows and kicks, as to reduce her to the necessity of creeping out of his reach, and 

mingling the groan of bodily suffering with the sob of a breaking heart? As she crawled away from the brutal 

man I heard her sob out, "Oh, Lord Jesus, how long, how long shall I suffer this way!" I must have been then 

between five and six years old. I seem to see and hear my poor weeping mother now. This was one of my 

earliest observations of men; an experience which I only shared with thousands of my race, the bitterness of 

which to any individual who suffers it cannot be diminished by the frequency of its recurrence, while it is dark 

enough to overshadow the whole after- life with something blacker than a funeral pall.  

Source: Josiah Henson, Uncle Tom's Story of His Life: An Autobiography of the Rev. Josiah Henson (London, 

1877).  

 


