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Annotation 

Slave narratives are autobiographies of former slaves that describe their experiences during enslavement, how they 

became free, and their lives in freedom. Because slave narratives treat the experience of one person, they raise questions 

about whether that individual’s experiences were exceptional.  In other words, slave narratives raise questions about how 

commonplace the experiences depicted in narratives were. For example, was Solomon Northup’s being kidnapped and 

sold into slavery in the South exceptional or commonplace? To make such determinations we must gather evidence from 

multiple sources including reviewing conclusions of other historians who have examined the available evidence. This 

lesson focuses on the slave narrative of Solomon Northup, a free black living in the North, who was kidnapped and sold 

into slavery in the Deep South. 

In addition to being kidnapped, Northup served for eight years as a slave driver on a cotton plantation. “Drivers” were 

enslaved men responsible for getting maximum productivity from their fellow slaves by force of whip, if necessary. This 

role had high status and it came with special privileges. Northup whipped slaves harshly at times, yet at other times he 

risked being whipped himself and even risked losing his privileged position by faking whippings and refusing to whip. 

Was it rare for a free black like Northup to be kidnapped and sold into slavery in the South? Was Northup’s approach to 

being a slave driver exceptional? 

In this lesson, you learn how to take evidence from a slave narrative and other sources and use them to make inferences 

about roles, relationships, and experiences that were part of the “lived experience” of slavery. You examine two of 

Northup’s experiences—his kidnapping and his role as slave driver—in conjunction with other sources, and from these cite 

what the texts say explicitly and also draw inferences from what the texts imply. 

Guiding Questions 

 How can we determine how widespread or typical experiences reported in a slave narrative such as Twelve Years a 

Slave actually were? 

 Why is it important to know how to make inferences from a set of historical evidence or from a set of evidence about 

current events? 

Learning Objectives 

 To cite evidence from the Solomon Northup’s narrative and other primary and secondary sources about Northup’s 

experiences (as a kidnap victim and as a slave driver) and to use this evidence to make inferences. 

 To describe free black kidnapping and the role of plantation slave driver, citing evidence from Northup’s narrative and 

other primary and secondary sources. 

http://docsouth.unc.edu/fpn/northup/northup.html


 

Instructions: 

1. Prior to attempting to complete this packet, read Solomon Northup’s bio (located below) and the 87 pages in 

Northup’s slave narrative (a .pdf on the class website).  The assigned pages are as follows. 

These 87 pages are the most critical readings from the 336 page narrative: 

a. xv-xvi (Editor’s Preface); 

b. pp. 17–27 (Chapter I) 

c. pp. 28–39 (Chapter II: Northup is tricked into taking a job and traveling south, drinking in 

Washington, D.C., discovering himself in chains) 

d. pp. 75–89 (Eliza and sale of her children; Freeman’s slave pen and sale to Ford); pp. 89–99 (Ford and 

Northup’s early successes as a slave) 

e. pp. 105–117 (a fight with Tibeats and aftermath) 

f. pp. 162–163 (introduction to Epps) 

g. pp. 180–185 (life under Epps) 

h. pp.188–189 (Patsey) 

i. pp. 223–227 (Northup as slave driver) 

j. pp. 230–235 (foiled in writing a letter) 

k. pp. 254–260 (the beating of Patsey by Northup and Epps) 

l. pp. 312–318 (frustration with the case against Burch) 

m. pp. 319–321 (Northup family reunion) 

 

2. View the short overview PowerPoint presentation (on class website and writing weebly). 

3. View the short video trailer for 12 Years a Slave (located: http://youtu.be/z02Ie8wKKRg)  

4. Again, here is the storyline: Northup was a free black who was kidnapped and sold into slavery.  

a. Rhetorical Question: “Can we assume that Northup’s experience being kidnapped was commonplace? 

Why or why not?” 

i. Answer: One cannot make such an assumption from only one source; one must examine other 

sources to determine if an experience in a slave narrative (or any single primary source) was 

either rare or commonplace.  Slave narratives provide much insight into what it was like to be 

enslaved; however, the only way to determine whether an experience, behavior, practice or 

attitude described in a narrative can be generalized to a larger group of enslaved or free blacks is 

by examining other primary and secondary sources on the subject. 

5. Complete Activity 1 (A and B) and Activity 2 (A and B). 

 
  



Biography of Solomon Northup 
 
Solomon Northup was born 1808 in the town of Minerva in upstate New York. His father, Mintus Northup was a former 
slave who after gaining his freedom made his living farming. Solomon’s mother remains unknown except she was a free 
woman. On Christmas Day 1829, Solomon married Anne Hampton, a free black woman also from upstate New York. 
Within a decade the couple had three children and was living in Saratoga Springs, New York. There Solomon did 
seasonal work such as farming and rafting on the Lake Champlain Canal. He also regularly supplemented his earnings as 
a popular local fiddler. 

Solomon Northup’s modest, contented life took a dramatic turn in late March, 1841, when he met two white men 
who said they were circus performers seeking a high-quality fiddler for engagements in the Washington, D.C., area. 
Eager for extra income, Northup made the journey south with the affable talent scouts. But after an evening of social 
drinking in Washington, Northup fell ill and returned to his room. When he woke up, he found himself in chains in a 
slave pen in the nation’s capital. 

Northup’s kidnappers robbed him of his free papers and sold him to an infamous slave trader, James H. Birch 
(spelled “Burch” in Twelve Years a Slave). Northup’s protests and insistence on his free identity led to severe beatings 
followed by eventual transfer to New Orleans. On the way south, Northup met Eliza, an enslaved mother with two young 
children. In a New Orleans slave market, Northup witnessed Eliza’s children sold away from her and later saw how her 
inconsolable grief led to her eventual death. 

Northup, along with Eliza and a third slave, was purchased in June 1841 by a cotton planter named William 
Prince Ford. Ford ran a plantation in central Louisiana. Northup’s initiation into slavery commenced under unusually 
favorable circumstances. Ford treated his newly-acquired Negro “Platt” (Northup’s slave name) with uncommon respect 
due to Northup's multiple skills, good business sense, and initiative. Unfortunately for Northup, he spent scarcely more 
than six months under Ford before his master, needing money, sold him to a local carpenter with whom Northup 
clashed. But Northup’s good reputation as a “Jack at all trades” among local planters led to his being recruited to work 
on a variety of jobs, such as lumbering, rail splitting, and sugar cane cutting. Platt’s value as a resourceful, hard-working 
slave was part of the reason why his third master, Edwin Epps, paid $1,500 for him in the spring of 1843. 

The latter half of Twelve Years a Slave recounts Northup’s eight years under the control of the sadistic, near-
psychotic Epps. He was as cruel and despicable as any slaveholder depicted in any African American novel or 
autobiography before 1865. Epps’s twisted, pathological attachment to his female slave, Patsey, was described in detail 
by Northup. Celebrated for much more than physical beauty or traditional womanly virtue, the noble Patsey becomes a 
genuinely tragic and pitiable figure in Twelve Years a Slave. 

For almost his entire tenure on Epps’s small Red River plantation, Northup served as his master’s slave driver. 
Just as he had distinguished himself in the eyes of William Ford, Epps took notice of Northup’ work ethic, skills, and 
steady temperament. Epps was so favorably impressed he turned the daily management of his slaves largely over to 
Northup. Twelve Years a Slave is thus written from the point of view of a slave driver, whose complex status in the 
plantation pecking order often protected the driver from punishments inflicted on ordinary slaves but only by acceding 
to the master’s demand that the driver administer those punishments himself. 

In the summer of 1852, a compassionate white Canadian who had been hired to do temporary carpentry for Epps 
wrote a letter at Northup’s urging to two white Saratoga storekeepers whom Northup trusted. The letter identified 
Northup’s enslavement and location. At the request of Ann Northup, a team of influential white men gathered the 
necessary documentation to authorize Solomon’s rescue which took place on January 3, 1853. Restored to his family a 
little less than three weeks later, Northup became front-page news in several New York newspapers and in the antislavery 
press. Northup’s suit against Birch yielded him no satisfaction partly because he was prohibited from testifying against the 
slave trader, the testimony of a black man against a white being inadmissible in District of Columbia court. Northup’s later 
efforts to bring his two kidnappers to justice also failed, mired in legal technicalities. 

A celebrity in abolitionist circles, Northup appeared before New York and New England antislavery audiences as a 
speaker. A collaboration with a white ghostwriter named David Wilson produced Northup’s best-selling, as-told-to slave 
narrative, Twelve Years a Slave. It was published in Auburn and Buffalo, New York, as well as London in 1853. By 1856 
Twelve Years a Slave had sold 30,000 copies, a record of sales rivaling that of Frederick Douglass’ 1845 Narrative in its 
first five years of publication. But after the fall of 1857, the fifty-year-old Northup disappeared from the public record. The 
time, place, and cause of his death remain unknown. 

In 2013, 160 years after Northup’s narrative was first published, a major motion picture based on Northup's life 
was released. Early acclaim for the film, 12 Years a Slave, galvanized sales of reprints of Twelve Years a Slave, propelling 
it into the New York Times best-seller list.  
 
For more information on Northup’s life, please see this summary of Northrop’s life at Documenting the American South:  
http://docsouth.unc.edu/fpn/northup/summary.html 
 
  



Activity 1A - Free Black Kidnapping: Examining Evidence  
 

• Review information and sources provided at Africans in America website, see:  

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part3/3narr6.html. 
o Closely read paragraph 5 (that begins “The cotton boom…”) on free black kidnapping and 

also read all of the information contained in the links about kidnapping (adjacent to the 

paragraph).  
• In addition, read the excerpt from Northup’s narrative below and answer the questions.  

 
 

Excerpted and Abridged from Solomon Northup’s Twelve Years a Slave. 
 
________________________________ 
ONE morning, towards the latter part of the month of March, 1841, having at that time no particular business to engage 
my attention, I was walking about the village of Saratoga Springs, thinking to myself where I might obtain some present 
employment, until the busy season should arrive. On the corner of Congress Street and Broadway near the tavern, then, 
and for aught I know to the contrary, still kept by Mr. Moon, I was met by two gentlemen of respectable appearance, both 
of whom were entirely unknown to me. I have the impression that they were introduced to me by some one of my 
acquaintances, but who, I have in vain endeavored to recall, with the remark that I was an expert player on the violin. 
…Their names, as they afterwards gave them to me, were Merrill Brown and Abram Hamilton, though whether these were 
their true appellations, I have strong reasons to doubt. … They were connected, as they informed me, with a circus 
company, then in the city of Washington; that they were on their way thither to rejoin it, having left it for a short time to 
make an excursion northward, for the purpose of seeing the country, and were paying their expenses by an occasional 
exhibition. They also remarked that they had found much difficulty in procuring music for their entertainments, and that 
if I would accompany them as far as New-York, they would give me one dollar for each day's services, and three dollars in 
addition for every night I played at their performances, besides sufficient to pay the expenses of my return from New-York 
to Saratoga. 

 
I at once accepted the tempting offer, both for the reward it promised, and from a desire to visit the metropolis. They 
were anxious to leave immediately. Thinking my absence would be brief, I did not deem it necessary to write to Anne 
whither I had gone; in fact supposing that my return, perhaps, would be as soon as hers. So taking a change of linen and 
my violin, I was ready to depart. The carriage was brought round—a covered one, drawn by a pair of noble bays, 
altogether forming an elegant establishment. … I drove away from Saratoga on the road to Albany, elated with my new 
position, and happy as I had ever been, on any day in all my life. 
 
We passed through Ballston, and striking the ridge road, as it is called, if my memory correctly serves me, followed it 

direct to Albany. We reached that city before dark, and stopped at a hotel southward from the Museum. … Early next 

morning we renewed our journey … and in due course of time, we reached New-York, taking lodgings at a house on the 

west side of the city, in a street running from Broadway to the river. I supposed my journey was at an end, and 

expected in a day or two at least, to return to my friends and family at Saratoga. Brown and Hamilton, however, began 

to importune me to continue with them to Washington. They alleged that immediately on their arrival, now that the 

summer season was approaching, the circus would set out for the north. They promised me a situation and high wages 

if I would accompany them. Largely did they expatiate on the advantages that would result to me, and such were the 

flattering representations they made, that I finally concluded to accept the offer. 

 
The next morning they suggested that, inasmuch as we were about entering a slave State, it would be well, before leaving 
New-York, to procure free papers. The idea struck me as a prudent one, though I think it would scarcely have occurred to 
me, had they not proposed it. We proceeded at once to what I understood to be the Custom House. They made oath to 
certain facts showing I was a free man. A paper was drawn up and handed us, with the direction to take it to the clerk’s 
office. … 
 
With the evidence of freedom in my possession, the next day after our arrival in New-York, we crossed the ferry to Jersey 
City, and took the road to Philadelphia. Here we remained one night, continuing our journey towards Baltimore early in 
the morning. In due time, we arrived in the latter city, and stopped at a hotel near the railroad depot, either kept by a Mr. 
Rathbone, or known as the Rathbone House. All the way from New-York, their anxiety to reach the circus seemed to grow 
more and more intense. We left the carriage at Baltimore, and entering the cars, proceeded to Washington, at which place 
we arrived just at nightfall, the evening previous to the funeral of General Harrison, and stopped at Gadsby’s Hotel, on 
Pennsylvania Avenue. 
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After supper they called me to their apartments, and paid me forty-three dollars, a sum greater than my wages amounted 
to, Which act of generosity was in consequence, they said, of their not having exhibited as often as they had given me to 
anticipate, during our trip from Saratoga. They moreover informed me that it had been the intention of the circus 
company to leave Washington the next morning, but that on account of the funeral, they had concluded to remain another 
day. They were then, as they had been from the time of our first meeting, extremely kind. No opportunity was omitted of 
addressing me in the language of approbation; while, on the other hand, I was certainly much prepossessed in their favor. 
I gave them my confidence without reserve, and would freely have trusted them to almost any extent. Their constant 
conversation and manner towards me—their foresight in suggesting the idea of free papers, and a hundred other little acts, 
unnecessary to be repeated— all indicated that they were friends indeed, sincerely solicitous for my welfare. … 

 
After receiving the money from them, of which they appeared to have an abundance, they advised me not to go into the 
streets that night, inasmuch as I was unacquainted with the customs of the city. Promising to remember their advice, I left 
them together, and soon after was shown by a colored servant to a sleeping room in the back part of the hotel, on the 
ground floor. I laid down to rest, thinking of home and wife, and children, and the long distance that stretched between 
us, until I fell asleep. … 
 
From early in the morning, I was constantly in the company of Hamilton and Brown. They were the only persons I knew in 
Washington. … My friends, several times during the afternoon, entered drinking saloons, and called for liquor. They were 
by no means in the habit, however, so far as I knew them, of indulging to excess. On these occasions, after serving 
themselves, they would pour out a glass and hand it to me. I did not become intoxicated, as may be inferred from what 
subsequently occurred. Towards evening, and soon after partaking of one of these potations, I began to experience most 
unpleasant sensations. I felt extremely ill. My head commenced aching—a dull, heavy pain, inexpressibly disagreeable. At 
the supper table, I was without appetite; the sight and flavor of food was nauseous. About dark the same servant 
conducted me to the room I had occupied the previous night. Brown and Hamilton advised me to retire, commiserating 
me kindly, and expressing hopes that I would be better in the morning. Divesting myself of coat and boots merely, I threw 
myself upon the bed. It was impossible to sleep. The pain in my head continued to increase, until it became almost 
unbearable. … The memory of that night of horrible suffering will follow me to the grave. … I was conscious of some one 
entering my room. There seemed to be several—a mingling of various voices,—but how many, or who they were, I cannot 
tell. Whether Brown and Hamilton were among them, is a mere matter of conjecture. I only remember with any degree of 
distinctness, that I was told it was necessary to go to a physician and procure medicine, and that pulling on my boots, 
without coat or hat, I followed them through a long passage- way, or alley, into the open street. It ran out at right angles 
from Pennsylvania Avenue. On the opposite side there was a light burning in a window. My impression is there were then 
three persons with me, but it is altogether indefinite and vague, and like the memory of a painful dream. Going towards 
the light, which I imagined proceeded from a physician’s office, and which seemed to recede as I advanced, is the last 
glimmering recollection I can now recall. From that moment I was insensible. How long I remained in that condition—
whether only that night, or many days and nights—I do not know; but when consciousness returned I found myself alone, 
in utter darkness, and in chains. 

 
The pain in my head had subsided in a measure, but I was very faint and weak. I was sitting upon a low bench, made of 
rough boards, and without coat or hat. I was hand cuffed. Around my ankles also were pair of heavy fetters. One end of a 
chain was fastened to a large ring in the floor, the other to the fetters on my ankles. I tried in vain to stand upon my feet. 
Waking from such a painful trance, it was some time before I could collect my thoughts. Where was I? What was the 
meaning of these chains? Where were Brown and Hamilton? What had I done to deserve imprisonment in such a 
dungeon? I could not comprehend. There was a blank of some indefinite period, preceding my awakening in that lonely 
place, the events of which the utmost stretch of memory was unable to recall. I listened intently for some sign or sound of 
life, but nothing broke the oppressive silence, save the clinking of my chains, whenever I chanced to move. I spoke aloud, 
but the sound of my voice startled me. I felt of my pockets, so far as the fetters would allow—far enough, indeed, to 
ascertain that I had not only been robbed of liberty, but that my money and free papers were also gone! Then did the idea 
begin to break upon my mind, at first dim and confused, that I had been kidnapped. But that I thought was incredible. 

 
There must have been some misapprehension—some unfortunate mistake. It could not be that a free citizen of New-
York, who had wronged no man, nor violated any law, should be dealt with thus inhumanly. The more I contemplated 
my situation, however, the more I became confirmed in my suspicions. It was a desolate thought, indeed. I felt there 
was no trust or mercy in unfeeling man; and commending myself to the God of the oppressed, bowed my head upon 
my fettered hands, and wept most bitterly. 
 
Questions 

 
1. How did the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 affect the kidnapping of free blacks and selling them into slavery?  

2. How did the fact that cotton became a hugely profitable crop during the antebellum period relate to Solomon 

Northup’s kidnapping?  



3. What aspects of Solomon Northup's kidnapping were exceptional or rare?  

4. Name at least three economic, social or legal conditions that created a favorable climate for kidnapping free 

blacks and selling them into slavery.  

5. How is the 1834 engraving entitled “Kidnapping” that depicts a free black man being kidnapped, different 

from Northup’s kidnapping? Are there any elements in this engraving that were also components of Northup’s 

kidnapping? Describe how you would visualize Solomon Northup’s kidnapping in one image or sketch it 

(Note: This image is from www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part3/3h510.html. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. Was kidnapping free blacks and selling them into slavery widespread during the antebellum period?  
 
 
  



Activity 1B - Free Black Kidnapping: Assessment  
 
Read the excerpt below (and think back to the prior readings for this assignment) and answer 
the questions that follow the readings. 
 
Excerpt - from Chapter I. “The Kidnapper” from The Kidnapped and the Ransomed: Being the 

Personal Recollections of Peter Still and his Wife “Vina,” after Forty Years of Slavery. 
 
 

This is from the story of Peter Still and his brother Levin, free black children who were kidnapped in 

the North and sold into slavery. 
 
_______________________________ 
 
LATE in the afternoon of a pleasant summer day, two little boys were playing before the door of their mother's cottage. 
They were apparently about six or eight years old, and though their faces wore a dusky hue, their hearts were gay, and 
their laugh rang out clear and free. … How they ran races down the road, and turned summersets on the green grass! How 
their eyes danced with merriment, and their white teeth glistened in the pleasant light! 
 
But as the day wore on they grew weary, and with childhood's first impulse, sought their mother. She was not in the house. 
All there was still and lonely. In one corner stood her bed, covered with a clean blanket, and the baby's cradle was empty 
by its side. Grandmother’s bed, in another corner of the room, was made up nicely, and every article of the simple 
furniture was in its accustomed place. Where could they all have gone? … “Mammy! O Mammy!” Thus they called their 
mother, and cried because she did not answer, till their eyes were swollen, and their pleasant play forgotten. Soon the 
sound of wheels diverted them for a moment from their childish grief, and looking up the road, they saw a handsome gig 
approaching. Its only occupant was a tall dark man, with black and glossy hair, which fell heavily below his white hat 

 
He looked earnestly at the little boys as he approached, and marking their evident distress, he checked his horse, and 

kindly asked the cause of their sorrow. 
 
“Oh! Mammy’s done gone off, and there's nobody to give us our supper, and we’re so hongry.” 

 
“Where is your mother?” 

 
“Don’t know, sir,” replied Levin, “but I reckon she's gone to church.” 

 
“Well, don’t you want to ride? Jump up here with me, and I’ll take you to your mother. I’m just going to church. 

Come! quick! What! No clothes but a shirt? Go in and get a blanket. It will be night soon, and you will be cold.”  
 
Away they both ran for a blanket. Levin seized one from his mother’s bed, and in his haste pushed the door against his 

brother, who was robbing his grandmother's couch of its covering. 
 
The blanket was large, and little Peter, crying all the while, was repeatedly tripped by its falling under his feet while he 

was running to the gig. 
 
The stranger lifted them up, and placing them between his feet, covered them carefully with the blankets, that they 

might not be cold. He spoke kindly to them, meanwhile, still assuring them that he would soon take them to their 

mother. 
 
Away they went very swiftly, rejoicing in their childish hearts to think how their mother would wonder when she should 

see them coming. … 
 
When the gig stopped again, the sun was just setting. They were at the water side, and before them lay many boats, and 
vessels of different kinds. They had never seen anything like these before, but they had short time to gratify their childish 
curiosity; for they were hurried on board a boat, which left the shore immediately. 
 
With the assurance that they should now find their mother, they trusted implicitly, in their new-made friend; who 
strengthened their confidence in himself by gentle words and timely gifts. Cakes of marvellous sweetness were ever ready 



for them, if they grew impatient of the length of the journey; and their childish hearts could know no distrust of one 
whose words and acts were kind. 
 
How long they were on the boat they did not know; nor by what other means they travelled could they afterwards 

remember, until they reached Versailles, Kentucky. Here their self-constituted guardian, whom they now heard 

addressed as Kincaid, placed them in a wagon with a colored woman and her child, and conveyed them to Lexington. 
 
This was the first town they had ever seen, and as they were conducted up Main Street, they were filled with wonder and 

admiration. 
 
Kincaid took them to a plain brick house where dwelt one John Fisher, a mason by trade, and proprietor of a large brick 

yard. 

 
After some conversation between the gentlemen, which of course the children did not understand, they were taken out 

to the kitchen, and presented to Aunt Betty, the cook. 
 

“There, my, boys,” said Kincaid, “there is your mother—we’ve found her at last.” 

 
“No! no!” they shrieked, “that’s not our mother! O, please, sir! Take us back!” With tears and cries they clung to him 

who had abused their guileless trust, and begged him not to leave them there. 
 
This scene was soon ended by John Fisher himself, who, with a hearty blow on each cheek, bade them “hush!” “You 

belong to me now, you little rascals, and I’ll have no more of this. There’s Aunt Betty, she’s your mammy now; and if you 

behave yourselves, she’ll be good to you.” 
 
Kincaid soon departed, and they never saw him again. They learned, however, from a white apprentice, who lived in the 

house, that he received from Mr. Fisher one hundred and fifty-five dollars for Levin, and one hundred and fifty for Peter. 
 
Poor children! what a heavy cloud now shadowed their young lives! 

 
For the first few weeks they talked constantly of going back to their mother—except when their master was near. They 

soon learned that they must not mention the subject in his presence. 
 
He was, in the main, a kind, indulgent man—but were they not his money? Why should he allow them to prate about 

being stolen, when he had bought them, and paid a right good price? 
 

“Father,” said John Fisher, junior, “isn’t Philadelphia in a free State?” 

 
“Certainly—it is in Pennsylvania.” 

 
“Well, then, I reckon those two boys you bought were stolen, for they lived with their mother near the Delaware 

river; and Aunt Betty says that is at Philadelphia. It was too bad, father, for that man to steal them and sell them here, 

where they can never hear from their mother!” 
 

“Pooh, boy! Don’t talk like a fool! Most likely they were sold to Kincaid, and he told them he would take them to 
their mother, in order to get them away without any fuss. And even if he did steal them—so were all the negroes stolen 
at first. I bought these boys, and paid for them, and I'll stop their talk about being free, or I'll break their black necks. A 
pretty tale that, to go about the country—just to spoil the sale if I should happen to wish to get shut of them! Free, 
indeed! And what is a free nigger? 
They’re better off here than if they were free, growing up in idleness, and with nobody to take care of them.” 

 
Before night the young offenders were thoroughly kicked and beaten, and received the assurance that they should be 
killed outright if they dared to tell such a tale again. So they grew cautious; and spoke those sweet memories of home 
and mother only in whispers to each other, or to some follow-slave that knew how to sympathize with their sorrows. 
 
Questions:  

 
1. In both of the cases above, kidnappers took advantage of the vulnerabilities of the victims. What was 

Northup’s vulnerability? What was the Still brothers’ vulnerability?  



2. How did the kidnappers enlist the trust of the victims while they were being lured south and ultimately into 

slavery?  

3. Once the Still brothers had been sold into slavery, cite the text that explains what happened when they 

discussed the fact that they were free blacks.  

4. In one of the excerpts there is a statement indicating the attitude that all blacks naturally belonged in slavery. 

Cite that quote and explain why this belief would serve the interest of free black kidnappers.  

5. State one reason free black children were preyed upon that one can infer merely with prior knowledge of the 

behavior of children vs. that of adults. Provide at least one other reason children were preyed upon by 

kidnappers that requires knowledge of circumstances in which free black children lived and worked during 

the slavery era.  

6. How was the profitability of cotton cultivation in the Deep South related to Northup’s kidnapping?  

7. What was a major “loop-hole” in the Southern law that many kidnappers felt gave them “license” to kidnap?  
 
  



Activity 2. Examining Evidence on Slave Drivers 

1. Please locate Slave Drivers: Examining Evidence (below).  As in activity 1, read the material and 

answer the questions. 

2. Please locate Slave Drivers: Assessment (below) and do the same.   
 
Slave Drivers: Examining Evidence  
 

Read the following excerpts from Solomon Northup’s and then answer the questions at the end. 
 
____________________________________________________ 
 
Source A. Solomon Northup’s explanation of how he came to be slave driver and his 

performance and views of that role: 
 
“When I first came to Epps, Tom, one of Robert’s negroes, was driver. He was a burly fellow, and severe in the extreme. 
After Epps’ removal to Bayou Boeuf, that distinguished honor was conferred upon myself. Up to the time of my departure 
I had to wear a whip about my neck in the field. If Epps was present, I dared not show any lenity … by refusing to perform 
the office. In that way, only, I escaped, and, withal, saved my companions much suffering, as it proved in the end. Epps, I 
soon found, whether actually in the field or not, had his eyes pretty generally upon us. … If, on the other hand, he had seen 
me use the lash freely, the man was satisfied. Practice makes perfect, truly; and during my eight years’ experience as a 
driver, I learned to handle the whip with marvelous dexterity and precision, throwing the lash within a hair’s breadth of 
the back, the ear, the nose, without, however, touching either of them.”  

 
Source:  Twelve Years a Slave 
 
_____________________________________________________ 
 
Source B. Definition of the Slave Driver Role: 
 
“Most planters of the Lower South and some of the Upper South appointed drivers whether or not they hired white 
overseers. The drivers, slaves themselves acted as foremen of the labor gangs. … Capable drivers—and there were many of 
them—readily became the most important slaves on the place and often knew more about management than did the 
whites. The term ‘driver’ itself expresses the primary function of keeping the field hands moving. “ 

 
Source: Eugene D. Genovese, Roll Jordan Roll: The World the Slaves Made (New York: Random House, 1976), 365. 
 
_____________________________________________________ 
 
Source C. Historian John Hope Franklin’s View of the Slave Driver: 
 
“On some plantations a slave called the driver was selected to assist the owner in getting work out of slaves. The other 
slaves frequently resented the delegation of authority to one among them, and the [slave] driver was sometimes viewed as 
a traitor, especially if he took his duties seriously.”  

 
Source: John Hope Franklin, From Slavery to Freedom (New York: McGraw Hill, Inc. 1994), 130. 
 
_____________________________________________________ 
 
Source D. Historian Eugene D. Genovese’s View of the Slave Driver’s Role: 
 
 “To keep their position and their privileges, they had to do their masters’ bidding. They had to demand a certain level of 
discipline and performance from the hands. When they did not get it, they used their whip. They asserted their authority 
and resolutely crushed, when they could, all challenges from below. But they too were black slaves and knew that no 
accomplishment would change their station - the constraints of being black inexorably prevailed. They lived among the 
others in the quarters and did not participate as did many drivers in the Caribbean in a separate privileged group. 
Consequently, they strove to mediate between the Big House and the quarters to lower the level of violence, to maintain 



order in the most humane way available which, to be sure, was not always all the humane. They were men in between.” 

 
Source: Eugene D. Genovese, Roll Jordan Roll: The World the Slaves Made (New York: Random House, 1976), 379. 

 
_____________________________________________________ 
 
Source E. An Antebellum Eye-Witness Account from a White Perspective about Slave 
Drivers: 
 
“The colored overseers [slave drivers] are not over the slaves because they wish it, but are made so against their will. 
When they first commence to lash the backs of their fellows, they are like soldiers when they first go to the battle-field; 
they dread and fear the contest, until they hear the roaring of the cannon, and smell the powder, and mark the whizzing 
ball; then they rush into the battle, forgetful of all human sympathy while in the fight. So it is with the slave-drivers. They 
bear the angry tones of the slaveholder’s voice, admonishing them that if they refuse to whip, they must take it themselves. 
After receiving the instructions of their owners, they must forget even their own wives and children, and do all they can for 
‘Master.’ If they do not do this, they must receive all that would be given the others. In this manner, their hearts and 
consciences are hardened, and they become educated to whipping, and lose all human feeling” (12).  

 
Source: Peter Randolph,  Sketches of Slave Life: Or, Illustrations of the Peculiar  Institution, (Boston, 1855).  

 
_____________________________________________________ 
 
Source F. West Turner a former Virginia slave made this comment about “old Gabe,” a 

slave who did the whipping for his master: 
 
“Ole Gabe didn’t like dat whippin’ bus’ness, but he couldn’t he’p hisself. Whan Mars was dere, he would lay it on ‘cause 
he had to. But when ole Marsa wasn’t lookin’ he never would beat dem slaves. Would tie de slave up to one post and 
lash another one. “Cose d slave would scream an’yell to satisfy Marsa …”  
 
Source: Genovese, Eugene D., Roll Jordan Roll: The World the Slaves Made, New York: Random House, 1976, p. 379 
quoting from Work Projects Administration, Negro in Virginia, p. 156) 
 
Questions 
 

1. Solomon Northup says he simulated or faked whippings in Source A. Cite another source where there is evidence 

of another slave driver faking whippings. Where was the plantation master when these faked whippings occurred 

according to these two sources? Why did these slave drivers fake whippings?  

2. Which source/s provide evidence that slave drivers could be “severe” and “harsh” in the way they executed their 

role? Cite source and underline relevant text.  

3. What source/s provide(s) evidence that some slave drivers were concerned with lowering the level of violence 

inflicted on their fellow slaves? Cite source and underline relevant text.  

4. Sources C and D present historians’ views of slave drivers. Which view comes closest to describing Solomon 

Northup as a slave driver and why?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/randol55/summary.html
http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/randol55/summary.html


Activity 2B. Slave Drivers: Examining Evidence Assessment  
 
Write a brief expository (informational, with a pinch of argument/interpretation) essay that 
addresses these questions about Northup’s behavior in his role as slave driver in the scenario below 
excerpted from Northup’s narrative.  You will need to also read the below excerpt: 
 

1. How did Northup try to act morally in this scenario and what were the results of his efforts to do the 
right thing?  

2. Discuss the power hierarchy of Mr. Epps, Mrs. Epps, Solomon Northup and Patsey and analyze how 
Northup attempted to influence Mrs. Epps so Patsey wouldn’t be beaten, but ultimately was complicit 
in beating her.  

3. How does Northup explain why he beat Patsey? At what point should Northup have refused/ resisted 
Epps? What do you think the outcome would have been if he ceased beating her earlier?  

4. Draw inferences from the analysis of the text about how institution of slavery undermined moral 
behavior.  

 
 
Scenario: Excerpted and Abridged from Solomon Northup’s narrative: 
 
Edwin Epps was obsessed with Patsey, a young enslaved woman, who was also Epps’ most productive field hand. He 
repeatedly raped her, but because she was Epps’ property, Patsey was powerless to stop Epps violation of her. Mrs. 
Epps blamed Patsey for her husband’s behavior and retaliated with violence against the innocent enslaved youth. As 
slave driver, Solomon Northup was enlisted in her vendetta against Patsey. 
 
… It has been seen that the jealousy and hatred of Mistress Epps made the daily life of her young and agile slave [Patsey] 
completely miserable. I am happy in the belief that on numerous occasions I was the means of averting punishment from 
the inoffensive girl. In Epps’ absence the mistress often ordered me to whip her without the remotest provocation. I would 
refuse, saying that I feared my master’s displeasure, and several times ventured to remonstrate with her against the 
treatment Patsey received. I endeavored to impress her with the truth that the latter was not responsible for the acts of 
which she complained, but that she being a slave, and subject entirely to her master’s will, he alone was answerable. 
 
One Sunday when the slaves were washing their clothes Patsey was missing. She had gone to a neighboring plantation 
to get a bar of soap refused her by Mistress Epps. Master Epps accused her of visiting the master of the neighboring 
plantation who was a notorious womanizer—, which Patsey unequivocally denied. Upon her return, Patsey’s 
unrequested “outing” outraged Epps and he demanded that Northup beat her. Northup explains: 
 
… Then turning to me, he ordered four stakes to be driven into the ground, pointing with the toe of his boot to the places 
where he wanted them. When the stakes were driven down, he ordered her to be stripped of every article of dress. Ropes 
were then brought, and the naked girl was laid upon her face, her wrists and feet each tied firmly to a stake. Stepping to 
the piazza, he took down a heavy whip, and placing it in my hands, commanded me to lash her. Unpleasant as it was, I 
was compelled to obey him. Nowhere that day, on the face of the whole earth, I venture to say, was there such a demoniac 
exhibition witnessed as then ensued. … The slaves were huddled together at a little distance, their countenances 
indicating the sorrow of their hearts. Poor Patsey prayed piteously for mercy, but her prayers were vain. Epps ground his 
teeth, and stamped upon the ground, screaming at me, like a mad fiend, to strike harder. 
 

“Strike harder, or your turn will come next, you scoundrel,” he yelled. 
 

“Oh, mercy, massa!—oh! have mercy, do. Oh, God! pity me,” Patsey exclaimed continually, struggling 
fruitlessly, and the flesh quivering at every stroke. 
 

When I had struck her as many as thirty times, I stopped, and turned round toward Epps, hoping he was satisfied; 
but with bitter oaths and threats, he ordered me to continue. I inflicted ten or fifteen blows more. By this time her back 
was covered with long welts, intersecting each other like network. Epps was yet furious and savage as ever, demanding if 
she would like to go to Shaw’s again, and swearing he would flog her until she wished she was in h--l. Throwing down the 
whip, I declared I could punish her no more. He ordered me to go on, threatening me with a severer flogging than she had 
received, in case of refusal. My heart revolted at the inhuman scene, and risking the consequences, I absolutely refused to 
raise the whip. He then seized it himself, and applied it with ten-fold greater force than I had. The painful cries and shrieks 
of the tortured Patsey, mingling with the loud and angry curses of Epps, loaded the air. She was terribly lacerated—I may 
say, without exaggeration, literally flayed. The lash was wet with blood, which flowed down her sides and dropped upon 
the ground. At length she ceased struggling. Her head sank listlessly on the ground. Her screams and supplications 



gradually decreased and died away into a low moan. She no longer writhed and shrank beneath the lash when it bit out 
small pieces of her flesh. I thought that she was dying! 
 

Finally, he ceased whipping from mere exhaustion, and ordered Phebe to bring a bucket of salt and water. After 
washing her thoroughly with this, I was told to take her to her cabin. Untying the ropes, I raised her in my arms. She was 
unable to stand, and as her head rested on my shoulder, she repeated many times, in a faint voice scarcely perceptible, 
“Oh, Platt—oh, Platt!” but nothing further. Her dress was replaced, but it clung to her back, and was soon stiff with blood. 
We laid her on some boards in the hut, where she remained a long time, with eyes closed and groaning in agony. At night, 
Phebe applied melted tallow to her wounds, and so far as we were able, all endeavored to assist and console her. Day after 
day she lay in her cabin upon her face, the sores preventing her resting in any other position. 
 
 
 

 

 


