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Solomon Northup

Solomon Northup (July 1808-1863?) was an
American abolitionist and the primary author of the
memoir Twelve Years a Slave. A free-born African
American from New York, he was the son of a freed
slave and free woman of color. A farmer and violinist,
Northup owned land in Hebron, New York. In 1841,
he was offered a traveling musician's job and went to
Washington, D.C. (where slavery was legal); there he
was kidnapped, and sold as a slave. He was shipped
to New Orleans, purchased by a planter, and held as a
slave for 12 years in the Red River region of Louisiana,
mostly in Avoyelles Parish. He remained in slavery
until he met a Canadian working on his plantation who
helped get word to New York, where state law provided
aid to free New York citizens kidnapped into slavery.
Family and friends enlisted the aid of the Governor of
New York, Washington Hunt, and Northup regained his
freedom on January 3, 1853.
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TO HARRIET BEECHER STOWE:

WHOSE NAME, THROUGHOUT THE WORLD,
IS IDENTIFIED WITH THE GREAT REFORM:
THIS NARRATIVE, AFFORDING ANOTHER
KEY TO Uncle Tom's Cabin, IS RESPECTFULLY
DEDICATED

"Such dupes are men to custom, and so prone
To reverence what is ancient, and can plead
A course of long observance for its use,
That even servitude, the worst of ills,
Because delivered down from sire to son,

Is kept and guarded as a sacred thing.

But is it fit, or can it bear the shock

Of rational discussion, that a man
Compounded and made up, like other men,
Of elements tumultuous, in whom lust

And folly in as ample measure meet,

As in the bosom of the slave he rules,
Should be a despot absolute, and boast
Himself the only freeman of his land?"

—Cowper.



General Preface

Millions of Chinese are learning English to acquire
knowledge and skills for communication in a world
where English has become the primary language for
international discourse. Yet not many learners have come
to realize that the command of the English language also
enables them to have an easy access to the world literary
classics such as Shakespeare’s plays, Shelley’s poems,
mark Twain’s novels and Nietzsche’s works which are an
important part of liberal-arts education. The most important
goals of universities are not vocational, that is, not merely
the giving of knowledge and the training of skills.

In a broad sense, education aims at broadening young
people’s mental horizon, cultivating virtues and shaping
their character. Lincoln, Mao Zedong and many other
great leaders and personages of distinction declared how
they drew immense inspiration and strength from literary
works. As a matter of fact, many of them had aspired to
become writers in their young age. Alexander the Great
(356-323 B.C.) is said to take along with him two things,
waking or sleeping: a book and a dagger, and the book
is Iliad, a literary classic, by Homer. He would put these
two much treasured things under his pillow when he
went to bed.



Today, we face an unprecedented complex and
changing world. To cope with this rapid changing world
requires not only communication skills, but also adequate
knowledge of cultures other than our own home culture.
Among the most important developments in present-day
global culture is the ever increasing cultural exchanges
and understanding between different nations and peoples.
And one of the best ways to know foreign cultures is
to read their literary works, particularly their literary
classics, the soul of a country’s culture. They also give
you the best language and the feeling of sublimity.

Liaoning People’s Publishing House is to be
congratulated for its foresight and courage in making
a new series of world literary classics available to the
reading public. It is hoped that people with an adequate
command of the English language will read them, like
them and keep them as their lifetime companions.

I am convinced that the series will make an important
contribution to the literary education of the young
people in china. At a time when the whole country is
emphasizing “spiritual civilization”, it is certainly a very
timely venture to put out the series of literary classics for
literary and cultural education.

Zhang Zhongzai

Professor

Beijing Foreign Studies University
July, 2013 Beijing
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EDITOR'S PREFACE

hen the editor commenced the preparation

of the following narrative, he did not
suppose it would reach the size of this volume. In
order, however, to present all the facts which have
been communicated to him, it has seemed necessary to
extend it to its present length.

Many of the statements contained in the following
pages are corroborated by abundant evidence—others
rest entirely upon Solomon's assertion. That he has
adhered strictly to the truth, the editor, at least, who
has had an opportunity of detecting any contradiction
or discrepancy in his statements, is well satisfied.
He has invariably repeated the same story without
deviating in the slightest particular, and has also
carefully perused the manuscript, dictating an
alteration wherever the most trivial inaccuracy has
appeared.

It was Solomon's fortune, during his captivity,
to be owned by several masters. The treatment he
received while at the "Pine Woods" shows that among
slaveholders there are men of humanity as well as of
cruelty. Some of them are spoken of with emotions of
gratitude—others in a spirit of bitterness. It is believed
that the following account of his experience on Bayou
Beeuf presents a correct picture of Slavery, in all its
lights and shadows, as it now exists in that locality.
Unbiased, as he conceives, by any prepossessions or
prejudices, the only object of the editor has been to
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give a faithful history of Solomon Northup's life, as he
received it from his lips.

In the accomplishment of that object, he trusts he
has succeeded, notwithstanding the numerous faults of
style and of expression it may be found to contain.

DAVID WILSON.
WHITEHALL, N. Y., May, 1853.
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