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INDENTURED SERVITUDE 

 Before the introduction of African slaves to the North American colonies in 1619 and 

as a result of the inability to enslave the native Indian population, most un-free labor in the 

America colonies, prior to 1700, came in the form of white indentured servitude.  Native-

Americans were not a successful labor source due to the fact that most died from Old World 

diseases or ran away back to their local tribes.  Additionally, settlers could expect reprisals if 

they enslaved the local native peoples.  Thus, voluntary indentured servants accounted for 

nearly half the white settlers in all the colonies outside of New England.  The term derived 

from the indenture, or contract, signed by poor persons, who promised to work for a fixed 

number of years in return for the cost of their transatlantic voyage.  Generally, the term of 

service lasted five to seven years and once their service ended indentured servants hoped to 

become landowners themselves. During the seventeenth century the desire for land drew to 

the North American colonies a significant number of English, Irish, and German men and 

women willing to serve as un-free laborers. 

 Most of those who chose to become indentured servants came from British cities 

infested with poverty, pollution, and disease.  The hard work and loss of personal freedom 

was seen as a small price to pay for the opportunity to start over in the New World.  

Nevertheless, not all servants went voluntarily.  Some criminals escaped prison or death 

through a sentence that relocated them to the colonies.  Still others in the poverty ridden urban 

centers were “kidnapped” and sold into servitude. 

 Most indentured servants emigrated to the Chesapeake region (the Virginia and 

Maryland colonies) throughout the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.  Of the English 
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emigrants to the region during that period nearly sixty percent came under indenture.  These 

servants would live in their master’s household, where they were given room and board but 

no other wages or compensation during their term of service.  The contract could be sold or 

transferred from one master to another without consent from the servant.  The vast majority of 

servants were single people who were not allowed to marry until they were independent.  By 

law at the end of the contracted period most servants were granted “freedom dues,” goods and 

sometimes land, to support themselves as independent settlers. 

 Although the system of indenture was more formalized than most labor arrangements 

in England during this period, the practice was similar to that of a trade apprenticeship that 

most Englishmen were familiar with.  An apprenticeship was a dependent position that 

usually lasted for seven years; the apprentice would live and eat in the master’s house.  In turn 

the master would train the young apprentice in a useful craft.  Often this process was part of 

becoming part of a guild or led to the status of a master craftsman.  Some historians see the 

indentured servants as an extension of the apprenticeship of servants in the art of husbandry 

(farming). 

 The system of indentured servitude and the labor that it brought to the Chesapeake 

colonies was in demand due to the agricultural needs of the settlers.  Free settlers needed 

laborers to clear land for agricultural production and to tend the tobacco fields.  Paid wage 

labor was too expensive and there was little natural population growth within the free white 

community.  Due to the hot, humid climate and harsh terrain of swamps and dense forests, 

many settlers died in the first years.  This high mortality rate meant that early in the settlement 

process population growth could only be achieved by bringing in people from outside the 

North American colonies. After they had become accustomed to the climate and fought off 

disease, a process called at the time “seasoning,” the population began to naturally increase.  
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Once tobacco was grown widely in the tidewater regions of the Chesapeake a readily 

accessible and cheap workforce was essential to make profits.  Indentured servitude fit the bill 

and the population of the Chesapeake swelled based on the influx of servants.  In the mid-

1620s the population of Virginia was recorded at 1,200.  By 1660 the population had risen to 

nearly 21,000. 

 Based on the cost of their transport to the New World compared to that of daily or 

weekly wage laborers, indentured servants were at the time the most cost effective labor 

force.  For this reason they remained in high demand for most of the seventeenth century and 

due to the type of work required of the servants, the white population in Virginia and 

Maryland was drastically distorted.  Most indentured laborers were young adult males, thus an 

unbalanced sex ratio developed.  By the mid-seventeenth century men outnumbered women 

six to one among emigrants to the Chesapeake region. This situation, along with the disease 

environment of Virginia and Maryland, slowed the formation of stable family units.  It was 

not until the eighteenth century that a more balanced gender ratio developed in the 

Chesapeake region.  In New England family migrations from the Old World were the norm 

and a more temperate climate resulted in high fertility rates along with low death rates.  In the 

initial settlement of New England around one-third of the settlers were indentured servants.  

After the Great Migration of the 1630s few indentured servants were imported to New 

England. 

 Treatment of indentured servants, just as it did for slaves, differed greatly from one 

master to another. According to legal statues slaves, servants, and any other dependents could 

be beaten for insubordination.  Punishment for servants who ran away was severe.  Initially, 

running way could be punished by death.  Later Virginia and other colonies moved away from 

capital punishment and substituted extra service time to the servant’s term of indenture.  
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According to local and colonial law, the extra time ranged from ten days for each day a 

servant was away to thousands of days of additional service. Additionally, a master could sell 

the reminder of the servant’s service and prohibit their right to marry. 

However, local courts in the Chesapeake provided protection for servant’s rights, 

which gave servants more protection than slaves.  By law masters were required to provide 

appropriate lodging and food for their servants; they could not make a second indenture with 

servants who had completed their term; also, they were not allowed to overwork or mistreat 

servants beyond the statutory limitations for corporal punishment.  Servants fared better than 

slaves in other respects; they had access to the courts and were entitled to own land. 

Servants who believed they had been mistreated could bring their masters to court 

through a petition.  Unlike slaves or servants in Britain, they had full testimonial capacity.  

Court records indicate that they often succeeded in their claims regarding poor treatment over 

food, shelter, or clothing.  Yet, when witnesses were required to substantiate the claims, the 

servant filing the complaint ran a risk of failure, since more often than not the witness was 

another servant.  These servant witnesses were not always reliable because they feared 

reprisals from the master.  A significant number of cases indicate that masters often abused 

their servants.  This abuse could take the form of beatings or overwork, which included 

requiring a servant to work at night.  Masters who were found guilty of the charges against 

them received “punishments” ranging from directions from the court to stop the offending 

acts to minimal fines. 

The social status of indentured servants was another way in which their plight fared 

better than slaves.  Historians have found that prior to entering into their indenture, servants 

occupations ranged from husbandmen and yeoman farmers to artisans, tradesmen, and 

laborers.  There were also unskilled workers, unemployed persons (debtors), and criminals.  
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Whatever their status upon entering into indentured servitude, there was no stigma for them 

when they became freemen. 

From the early to mid 1600s there are a number of cases of former indentured servants 

experiencing successful lives in the New World after they finished their contracts.  Most 

married shortly after they were freed, some became successful landowners, and a few rose to 

positions of power.  In 1629 seven members of the Virginia legislature were formerly 

indentured servants.  However, at the end of the seventeenth century and early eighteenth 

century many indentured servants were not given land.  Some became artisans or skilled 

craftsmen and worked as laborers in an ever-increasing competitive market.  Nearly eighty 

percent, however, either died as servants, returned to England, or became part of the lowest 

segment of colonial free society; poor white workers.  This growing population of landless, 

disgruntled former servants led to an increased desire for slaves and to Bacon’s Rebellion, 

which signaled an eventual end to indentured servitude. 

In 1676, Nathaniel Bacon, a rich English squire’s son who had been in Virginia for 

only two years, led a band of mostly former indentured servants and small farmers in attacks 

on both frontier Indians and the Virginia Governor, Lord Berkeley.  They desired more land 

and wanted the colonial government to help push the Native-Americans off the land.  Bacon’s 

men eventually burned Jamestown, but failed in their attempt to take control of the 

government.  Bacon fell ill and died near the end of the conflict.  Governor Berkeley gained 

control and executed twenty-three of the rebels.  The king considered Berkeley’s actions too 

harsh and recalled him to England.  In the end, Virginia’s planters began to consider 

indentured servants a possible risk. 

In addition to Bacon’s Rebellion, several other factors contributed to the end of 

indentured servitude in colonial North America.  First, the economic situation in Britain 
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improved to a point where many of the urban poor could find employment at home and thus 

indentured service was not as enticing.  Next, mortality rates in the Chesapeake region 

improved, birth rates increased, and the free white population experienced a natural 

population growth.   Finally, most planters and small farmers found it more economical to 

purchase African slaves who would not be freed after five to seven years.  African slavery as 

the mode of labor was what colonists in the Chesapeake and throughout the other colonies 

turned to in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

 

See Also - Bacon’s Rebellion, Native-American Slavery, Racialized Slavery, Slavery - 

beginnings 
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