GABRIEIL’S REBELILION, AUGUST, 1800
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1800 September 13 (James Callender, editor of the Richmond Recorder to Thomas Jefferson; Callender was in
prison in Richmond at the time for violating the Sedition Act)

Nothing is talked of here but the recent conspiracy of the negroes. One Thomas Prosser, a young man, who had
fallen heir, some time ago, to a plantation within six miles of the city, had behaved with great barbarity to his
slaves. One of them, named Gabriel, a fellow of courage and intellect above his rank in life, laid a plan of
revenge. Immense numbers immediately entered into it, and it has been kept with incredible Secrecy for several
months. A number of Swords were made in a clumsy enough manner out of rough iron; others by breaking the
blade of a Scythe in the middle, which thus made two Swords of a most formidable kind. They were well
fastened in proper handles, and would have cut of a man’s limb at a single blow. The conspirators were to have
met in a wood near Prosser’s house, upon Saturday before last, after it was dark. Upon that day, or some very
short time before it, notice was received from a fellow, who being invited, somewhat unguardedly, to go to the
rendezvous, refused, and immediately Informed his master’s overseer. No ostensible preparations were,
however, made until the afternoon preceding the night of the rendezvous; and as the militia are in a State of the
most contemptible disorganization, as the blacks are numerous, robust and desperate, there must have been
bloody work. But upon that very evening, just about Sunset, there came on the most terrible thunder storm,
accompanied with an enormous rain, that I ever witnessed in this State. Between Prosser’s, and Richmond;
there is a place called Brook Swamp, which runs across the high road, and over which there was a bridge. By
this, the africans were of necessity to pass, and the rain had made the passage impracticable. Besides, they were
deprived of the junction and assistance of their good friends in this city, who could not go out to join them.
They were to have Attacked the Capitol and the penitentiary. They could hardly have failed of success; for after
all, we only could muster four or five hundred men, of whom not more than thirty had Muskets. This was our
stile of preparation, While several thousand stands of arms were piled up in the Capitol and Penitentiary. | do
not pretend to blame the executive Council, for I really am not sufficiently Master of the circumstances to form
an opinion. Five fellows were hung this day; and many more will share the same fate. Their plan was to
Massacre all the whites, of all ages, and sexes; and all the blacks who would not Join them; and then march off
to the Mountains, with the plunder of the City. Those wives who should refuse to accompany their husbands
were to have been butchered along with the rest; an idea truly wor[thy] of an African heart! It consists with my
knowledge that many of these wretches, who were, or would have been partners in the plot, had been treated
with the utmost tenderness by their owners, and more like children than slaves.

1. What does Callender believe was the motive of the slave rebellion?

2. What steps had the slaves taken to prepare for the consipiracy?

3. Why did the rebellion fail?

4. What does Callender think was the purpose of the rebellion?

5. What evidence in his description of the rebellion makes you believe or doubt that he is a credible source of
information?
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