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THE TRUE STORY OF 12 YEARS A SLAVE: THE
HARROWING JOURNEY OF SOLOMON NORTHUP

When the Oscar-winning film 12 Years a Slave premiered in 2013,
audiences  were gripped by its  unflinching portrayal  of  American
slavery. But many people do not realize that the movie is not a
work  of  pure  fiction—it  is  a  faithful  adaptation  of  a  memoir
published in 1853. The true story of 12 Years a Slave is one
of  unimaginable  cruelty,  extraordinary  resilience,  and a  fight  for
justice that continues to resonate today. This article explores the
real  events  behind  the  film,  the  life  of  Solomon  Northup,  the
historical accuracy of the adaptation, and the enduring legacy of
his narrative.

Who Was Solomon
Northup?
Solomon Northup was a free black man living in Saratoga Springs,
New York, in the mid-19th century. Born in July 1808 in Minerva,
New  York,  to  a  free  black  father  and  a  mixed-race  mother,

Solomon was raised as a free citizen. He was a skilled violinist,
farmer, and carpenter, and he lived with his wife Anne Hampton
and  their  three  children.  Unlike  millions  of  enslaved  African
Americans  in  the  South,  Solomon had never  experienced the
bonds of servitude. His life took a devastating turn in 1841, when
two white men—Merrill Brown and Abram Hamilton—approached
him  with  an  offer  to  play  violin  for  a  circus  performance  in
Washington, D.C. Lured by the promise of good pay, Solomon
agreed. Once in Washington, D.C., he was drugged, kidnapped,
and sold into slavery. This is the critical starting point of the true
story of 12 Years a Slave.

The Kidnapping and Sale
into Bondage
Washington,  D.C.  was  a  legal  grey  zone  for  slavery.  Though
slavery existed there, it was also a hub for the domestic slave
trade. Free black people were at constant risk of being kidnapped
and sold south. Solomon's captors drugged him, chained him, and
transported him to a slave pen owned by James H. Birch. His
protests that he was a free man fell on deaf ears. Birch had him
whipped mercilessly to break his spirit. Solomon was then given

https://everybodystreet.com/


2

2 The True Story Of 12 Years A Slave 2022-07-18

the name "Platt Hamilton" and shipped to New Orleans aboard
the brig Orleans. Along the way, he witnessed the horrors of the
Middle Passage of the domestic slave trade—chains, disease, and
death. The true story of 12 Years a Slave details this journey with
painful precision.
In  New Orleans,  Solomon  was  purchased  by  William Ford,  a
relatively  kind though still  exploitative  planter.  Ford  owned a
plantation on Bayou Boeuf in Louisiana's Red River region. Under
Ford, Solomon worked as a carpenter and driver, and he was
treated  better  than  many  slaves.  However,  financial  troubles
forced Ford to sell Solomon to a notorious slave trader named
Edwin Epps. It was under Epps that Solomon endured the most
brutal period of his enslavement.

Life Under Edwin Epps:
Cruelty at Its Most Raw
Edwin Epps is one of the most infamous figures in the true story
of  12  Years  a  Slave.  A  violent  and  depraved  man,  Epps
believed  that  slaves  existed  only  for  his  profit  and  pleasure.  He
forced Solomon and others to pick cotton from dawn until dark,
subjecting them to routine whippings for failing to meet quotas.
Epps's cruelty extended to his slaves' moral and spiritual lives.
He forced them to dance and sing for his amusement, and he
sexually  abused  a  young  enslaved  woman  named  Patsey.
Patsey's story is one of the most heart-wrenching elements of
Solomon's memoir. She was a champion cotton picker, but Epps's

obsessive  attention  provoked  the  jealousy  of  his  wife,  who
tormented Patsey constantly. Epps once ordered Solomon to whip
Patsey after she tried to escape to a neighbor to get a piece of
soap. Solomon, painfully torn, had to beat her nearly to death.
This scene, depicted in the film with agonizing realism, shows the
moral compromises slavery forced upon even the most decent
people.

The Diary That Changed
Everything
Solomon never gave up hope of returning to freedom. He secretly
kept  a  diary—a  fragment  of  which  survived—but  more
importantly,  he  carefully  recorded  the  names  of  people  and
places. After years of enduring Epps's abuse, Solomon found an
opportunity.  A  Canadian  carpenter  named  Samuel  Bass,  who
worked  for  a  neighbor,  heard  Solomon's  story.  Bass  was  an
abolitionist  at  heart,  though  he  was  cautious  in  the  South.
Solomon  confided  in  Bass,  who  agreed  to  write  letters  to
Solomon's  family  in  New York.  Bass  sent  the letters  to  Anne
Northup and to a prominent local politician, Henry B. Northup (a
relative of the family that had once owned Solomon's father and
later freed him). Henry B. Northup used his legal connections to
petition the governor of New York, who in turn appointed him as
an agent to travel to Louisiana to reclaim Solomon.
The rescue mission succeeded because of a change in Louisiana
law and the efforts of local officials who were willing to honor the
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free  papers  that  Solomon  had  managed  to  keep  hidden.  In
January 1853, Henry B. Northup arrived at the Epps plantation.
With the help of  the sheriff,  he served papers on Epps and took
Solomon away. The moment of liberation is powerfully described
in the memoir: Solomon wept with relief and astonishment.

From Memoir to Bestseller
to Film
After returning to New York, Solomon Northup quickly wrote and
published  his  memoir,  Twelve  Years  a  Slave.  It  became  an
immediate  bestseller,  selling  over  30,000  copies  in  its  first  few
years. The book was part of a larger genre of slave narratives
that helped fuel the abolitionist movement. Unlike many other
narratives,  Solomon's  account  provided  a  detailed,  almost
journalistic  record  of  the  plantation  system,  including  names,
dates,  and  specific  locations.  This  documentary  quality  is  what
makes the true story of 12 Years a Slave so powerful and
historically credible.
However, after the Civil War, the book faded from public memory.
It was only in the 1960s that historians Sue Eakin and Joseph
Logsdon  rediscovered  the  memoir  and  verified  its  accuracy
through archival research. Their annotated edition, published in
1968,  rekindled  interest.  In  2013,  director  Steve  McQueen
adapted the book into a film starring Chiwetel Ejiofor as Solomon
Northup, Lupita Nyong'o as Patsey, and Michael Fassbender as
Edwin Epps. The film won three Academy Awards, including Best

Picture, and brought the true story of 12 Years a Slave to a global
audience.

Historical Accuracy: How
Much of the Film Is True?
Many viewers wonder how closely the film matches the book and
real history. The answer is: remarkably closely. Screenwriter John
Ridley based the script directly on Northup's memoir, and director
Steve McQueen insisted on historical authenticity. Several key
scenes are taken verbatim from the book:

The opening scene of Solomon and his family enjoying a
fine meal in Saratoga Springs is drawn from the memoir's
description of his comfortable life.
The kidnapping, the brutal whipping in the slave pen, and
the journey by ship are all accurate.
The character of Patsey and her tragic story is faithfully
recounted.
The struggle with the cotton scale and the fight to avoid
whipping are real events.
Samuel Bass is accurately portrayed as a Canadian
abolitionist who risked his safety to help.

There  are  minor  creative  liberties:  Some  characters  are
composites or have slightly different timelines.  For instance, the
film compresses the time that Solomon spent with his first master
William Ford, and it  emphasizes the violence of Epps perhaps
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more than the book does, though the book is anything but gentle.
But overall, scholars agree that the true story of 12 Years a
Slave is one of the most accurate historical depictions of slavery
ever captured on film.

Legacy and Importance of
the Narrative
The true story of  12 Years a Slave is  not merely a historical
account;  it  is  a  living  document  that  challenges  modern
audiences  to  confront  the  realities  of  American  slavery.  The
memoir provides a rare first-person perspective from a man who
experienced both freedom and bondage. It offers insights into the
legal, social, and economic mechanisms that sustained slavery.
Solomon's intelligence, resilience, and refusal  to surrender his
identity as a free man are a testament to human dignity.
Moreover,  the  narrative  exposes  the  complacency  of  many
Northerners.  Solomon  lived  among  free  communities  who
assumed that slavery was a distant evil, but his story shows that
the institution reached into the North through kidnapping and the
interstate  slave  trade.  The  book  also  highlights  the  role  of
complicit institutions, including the legal system in Washington,

D.C., which often ignored the pleas of kidnapped free blacks.
Today,  the  Solomon Northup  House  in  Saratoga  Springs  is  a
historic site, and the memoir remains required reading in many
universities. The film has sparked renewed interest in the history
of  slavery  and its  legacy.  In  an era  of  ongoing racial  justice
movements, the true story of 12 Years a Slave reminds us
that  the violence of  the past  is  not  forgotten,  and that  the fight
for equality and truth continues.

Conclusion
The true story of 12 Years a Slave is far more than a harrowing
tale of survival. It is a meticulously documented historical record
of  one  man's  abduction  into  the  brutal  world  of  plantation
slavery.  Solomon  Northup's  memoir  and  the  subsequent  film
adaptation have ensured that his story will never be forgotten. By
understanding the facts  behind the narrative—the kidnapping,
the years of toil under Edwin Epps, the friendship with Samuel
Bass, and the ultimate rescue—we gain a clearer picture of the
inhumanity of slavery and the strength of the human spirit. This
story matters because it  is  true,  and because it  forces us to
examine both the darkest chapters of American history and the
enduring power of hope and resistance.


