Twelve Years a Slave: Analyzing Slave Narratives

Activity 2. Editor’s Preface: Assessment
Name: __________________________________________

Date: _________________

Teacher: ________________________________________

Class: _________________

Read the “Editor’s Preface” to Northup’s narrative (below) and answer these questions:
1) Why is it important to know how David Wilson, the ghostwriter and Northup, the person whose
experiences are being communicated, worked together on the narrative?
2) Identify at least four statements of Wilson that are designed to convince the reader the narrative
is true.
3) Why do you think David Wilson addresses the character of Northup’s former masters? (Be sure
to bring your prior knowledge about “not offending others” and being “politically correct” when
“reading between the lines” of this segment of the text.)
4) Does the Editor’s Preface convince you that the narrative is true? What statements convince you
the most? The least? (Response must be supported with evidence from the text)
Editor’s Preface
When 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
appealed.
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 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 Boeuf 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 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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