
Excerpt from Solomon Northup's Twelve Years a Slave (1853) 

In this narrative the former slave Solomon Northup described the system of supervision on large 
plantations and the cruelty of overseers. As you read the account, consider how the slaveowners 
kept control of their slaves. What was the role of the white overseer? What was the role of black 
"drivers"? According to Northup, what motives did the owners have for setting up such an 
inhumane and potentially deadly system? 

 

On larger estates, employing fifty or a hundred, or perhaps two hundred hands, an overseer is 
deemed indispensable. These gentlemen ride into the field on horseback, without an exception, to 
my knowledge, armed with pistols, bowie knife, whip, and accompanied by several dogs. They 
follow, equipped in this fashion, in rear of the slaves, keeping a sharp lookout upon them all. The 
requisite qualifications in an overseer are utter heartlessness, brutality and cruelty. It is his 
business to produce large crops, and if that is accomplished, no matter what amount of suffering 
it may have cost. The presence of the dogs are necessary to overhaul a fugitive who may take to 
his heels, as is sometimes the case, when faint or sick, he is unable to maintain his row, and 
unable, also, to endure the whip. The pistols are reserved for any dangerous emergency, there 
having been instances when such weapons were necessary. Goaded into uncontrollable madness, 
even the slave will sometimes turn upon his oppressor. The gallows were standing at Marksville 
last January, upon which one was executed a year ago for killing his overseer. It occurred not 
many miles from Epps' plantation on Red River. The slave was given his task at splitting rails. In 
the course of the day the overseer sent him on an errand, which occupied so much time that it 
was not possible for him to perform the task. The next day he was called to an account, but the 
loss of time occasioned by the errand was no excuse, and he was ordered to kneel and bare his 
back for the reception of the lash. They were in the woods alone-beyond the reach of sight or 
hearing. The boy submitted until maddened at such injustice, and insane with pain, he sprang to 
his feet, and seizing an axe, literally chopped the overseer in pieces. He made no attempt 
whatever at concealment, but hastening to his master, related the whole affair, and declared 
himself ready to expiate the wrong by the sacrifice of his life. He was led to the scaffold, and 
while the rope was around his neck, maintained an undismayed and fearless bearing, and with his 
last words justified the act.  
 
Besides the overseer, there are drivers under him, the number being in proportion to the number 
of hands in the field. The drivers are black, who, in addition to the performance of their equal 
share of work, are compelled to do the whipping of their several gangs. Whips hang around their 
necks, and if they fail to use them thoroughly, are whipped themselves. They have a few 
privileges, however; for example, in cane-cutting the hands are not allowed to sit down long 
enough to eat their dinners. Carts filled with corn cake, cooked at the kitchen, are driven into the 
fields at noon. The cake is distributed by the drivers, and must be eaten with the least possible 
delay.  
 
When the slave ceases to perspire, as he often does when taxed beyond his strength, he falls to 
the ground and becomes entirely helpless. It is then the duty of the driver to drag him into the 
shade of the standing cotton or cane, or of a neighboring tree, where he dashes buckets of water 



upon him, and uses other means of bringing out perspiration again, when he is ordered to his 
place, and compelled to continue his labor. 

 
 


