
Indentured Servants in North America
A person who came to America during the 17th to 19th centuries, and 
was placed under contract to work for anther over a period of time, 
usually from four to seven years then freed of their debt. Generally 
they included redemptioners, victims of religious or political 
persecution, persons kidnapped for the purpose, convicts and paupers.



At first, it was the Headright System

It stared in the early 1600’s when the 
Virginia Company was formed to 
solve the labor shortage in the 
colonies. Each colonist living in 
Virginia was granted two headrights, 
two tracts of land 50 acres each. 
New settlers who paid their own 
passage to Virginia were granted one 
headright. Families were encouraged 
to migrate together. 



The rich got richer

Land ownership was a reason to 
work hard for their own future but 
the British economy was weak. Many 
did not have the money to pay their 
own passage.
Headrights were given to the wealthy 
if they paid someone’s passage. The 
law at the time even gave an owner a 
headright if they imported a slave!



The Indenture System Begins

The first settlers now had too 
much land and not enough labor. 
The Thirty Years War left many 
skilled and unskilled workers 
unemployed.  Life in the New 
World, especially Jamestown,  
appealed to many. Over half of 
the early immigrants who came 
to the American colonies were 
Indentured Servants.



The terms of Indenture

Servants typically worked from four 
to seven years in exchange for 
passage, room, board, lodging, and 
freedom dues. 
In 1619 the first black Africans came 
to Virginia. There were no slave 
laws so they were also Indentured 
Servants with limited rights. Then 
slave laws were passed in 1661 
(Massachusetts in 1641).



After the contract expires

When the contract expired, the 
servant was paid “freedom dues” 
of corn, tools, clothing and 
sometimes wages and were 
allowed to leave the plantation. 

On paper, it seemed to be an 
excellent deal for many but in real 
life, it was only one step short of 
slavery.



The “real” story of Indenture

Men, women, and sometimes 
children signed these contracts. 
Prices depended on their skills 
and abilities. Women were 
domestics, children were 
servants and men were laborers. 
Many families were broken up on 
arrival. They were classed as 
property, had few rights and they 
could be inherited or re-sold. 



Women were exploited

Indentured Servants could not 
marry or have children. Their 
contracts could be extended if a 
woman became pregnant or if they 
ran away, were captured and then 
returned to their owner. 

A servant could not keep any 
money earned nor could he or she 
work for anyone else while 
employed under their master.



Punishment of servants was legal!

An unruly servant could be 
legally whipped or punished for 
improper behavior. Due to poor 
living conditions, hard labor, 
adjusting to the climate and 
contracting new diseases, many 
servants did not live long enough 
to see their freedom or the 
expiration of their contract. 



Many Indentures ran away!

Since most runaways spoke 
English and were white, they 
were more difficult to 
capture than black slaves. 
Records of the number of 
Indentures were not recorded 
so most information about 
them was taken from court 
records and runaway notices 
in the newspapers. 



Most Indentures were Criminals!

Convicts, both men and women, 
were sold to the plantation 
owners. Most were male, young, 
unskilled, and poor. 
One-Fourth of the British 
immigrants to the colonies were 
convicts! 
Usually, they had been guilty of 
grand larceny and sent to the 
colonies for rehabilitation.



Decline in the need for Indentured Servants

As demands for cheap labor 
grew, so did the cost of 
indentured servants. Many 
landowners felt threatened by 
those freed after service and 
competing against them. African 
slaves were now seen as a more 
beneficial and cheaper source of 
labor. Some freed indentures 
achieved elite status but most 
only led modest lives in the 
colonies. 



INDENTURED SERVITUDE
ADVERTISED AS PAID LABOR
OPERATED AS SLAVE LABOR

THE END


