Guided Reading 

for Chapter XII

of Solomon Northrup’s

Twelve Years a Slave
Background Information:

The author, Solomon Nothrup, was born a free man in New York, but was taken captive at the age of 33 while visiting Washington, DC.  He was sold into slavery on a plantation in Louisiana, where he worked for twelve years before his true identity was proven and he was freed.  The selected text is taken from his story, Twelve Years a Slave: Narrative of Solomon Northup, a Citizen of New-York, Kidnapped in Washington City in 1841, and Rescued in 1853.  The following questions are to help guide the reader through the text.
The Work of the Cotton Field

Read the description of the work of growing cotton provided beginning at the bottom of page 163 and continuing on until page 168.  Answer the following questions.

1) In what month is cotton planted?

2) When is the hoeing season?

3) In what month does the harvest begin?

4) What is the weight of an ordinary day’s work?

5) Who was the best picker at Bayou Boeuf ?  How much did she pick daily?

6) What would “surely” have been Patsey’s punishment if she failed to pick at least 400 pounds or so of cotton daily?

7) What does the writer think a field of cotton looks like?

8) When were the slaves required to be in the fields in the morning?

9) How long did they get for break?

10) When did the slaves get to stop work for the day?  What made an exception to this quitting time?

11) Why is the slave’s trip to the gin-house at the end of the day always filled with “fear and trembling”?

12)  What follows the weighing of the cotton?

Description of Plantation Life

Beginning on page 168, the author describes slave-life on the plantation.  Read pages 168-175 and answer the questions below.
13)  Upon arrival back at the cabin for the remainder of the evening (after a day’s work), what is the slave’s next set of tasks?
14)  What is the slave’s weekly allowance?

15)  What was the one privilege Mr. Epps granted to his slaves?

16)  How did the writer store his corn?  His meal?
17)  What “is one of the most convenient and necessary utensils on a plantation”?
18)  What is this utensil used for?
19)  How do the majority of slaves cut their bacon?  Why?

20)  Why might a slave be afraid to go to sleep?

21)  What would the punishment likely be for oversleeping?

22)  What did the writer use for a pillow?
23)  Why is the pork meat smoked (as described on page 173)?

General Questions
24)  How does this description of plantation life for a slave differ from what your perceptions of plantation life were before this assignment?

25)  What role does fear play in the life of the slave according to this author?

26)  How might these daily requirements have impacted the slaves’ outlook on life?
