Excerpt Twelve Years a Slave:
Wiley’s Escape
Excerpts from Twelve Years a Slave: Narrative of Solomon Northup,
Wiley’s Escape, 1853
Wiley had escaped, and so secretly and cautiously as to elude and baffle all pursuit.
Days and even weeks passed away, and nothing could be heard of him. Epps did
nothing but curse and swear. It was the only topic of conversation among us when
alone. We indulged in a great deal of speculation in regard to him, one suggesting he
might have been drowned in some bayou, inasmuch as he was a poor swimmer; another,
that perhaps he might have been devoured by alligators, or stung by the venomous
moccasin, whose bite is certain and sudden death. The warm and hearty sympathies of
us all, however, were with poor Wiley, wherever he might be. Many an earnest prayer
ascended from the lips of Uncle Abram, beseeching safety for the wanderer.
In about three weeks, when all hope of ever seeing him again was dismissed, to our
surprise, he one day appeared among us. On leaving the plantation, he informed us, it
was his intention to make his way back to South Carolina—to the old quarters of Master
Buford. During the day he remained secreted, sometimes in the branches of a tree, and
at night pressed forward through the swamps. Finally, one morning, just at dawn, he
reached the shore of Red River. While standing on the bank, considering how he could
cross it, a white man accosted him, and demanded a pass. Without one, and evidently a
runaway, he was taken to Alexandria, the shire town of the parish of Rapides, and
confined in prison. It happened several days after that Joseph B. Roberts, uncle of
Mistress Epps, was in Alexandria, and going into the jail, recognized him. Wiley had
worked on his plantation, when Epps resided at Huff Power. Paying the jail fee, and
writing him a pass, underneath which was a note to Epps, requesting him not to whip
him on his return, Wiley was sent back to Bayou Boeuf. It was the hope that hung upon
this request, and which Roberts assured him would be respected by his master, that
sustained him as he approached the house. The request, however, as may be readily
supposed, was entirely disregarded. After being kept in suspense three days, Wiley was
stripped, and compelled to endure one of those inhuman floggings to which the poor
slave is so often subjected. It was the first and last attempt of Wiley to run away. The
long scars upon his back, which he will carry with him to the grave, perpetually remind
him of the dangers of such a step.
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