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THE UNCOMFORTABLE QUESTION: WHEN DID
SLAVERY BEGIN IN AMERICA?

The question “When did slavery begin in America?” seems
deceptively simple. A single date, a single ship, a single moment
in time would make for a clean answer. However, the history of
human bondage on the land that would become the United States
is not a story with one starting point, but several. It is a narrative
woven from indigenous practices, European colonization,
evolving economic systems, and the gradual hardening of racial
ideologies. To understand the origins of American slavery, one
must look beyond the familiar story of 1619 and delve into the
deeper, often uncomfortable, history that preceded it. The truest
answer is that slavery began not with a single event, but through
a series of legal, economic, and social decisions made over more
than a century.

THE 1619 LANDMARK: THE ARRIVAL OF THE "TWENTY
AND ODD"

The most widely taught answer to the question of when slavery
began in America points to late August 1619. In that year, a

Dutch privateer, the White Lion, arrived at Point Comfort, in the
English colony of Virginia. On board were “20 and odd” Africans
who had been captured from a Portuguese slave ship, the Sdo
Jodo Bautista, which was en route from Angola to Veracruz,
Mexico. These individuals were traded to the Virginia colonists in
exchange for food and supplies.

Indentured Servitude, Not
Initial Slavery

For decades, the accepted historical narrative held that these
first Africans were treated as indentured servants, similar to
the many English, Irish, and Scottish indentured laborers who
worked for a set number of years in exchange for passage, room,
and board. According to this view, they could earn their freedom,
acquire land, and even own servants themselves. Records exist
of early Black Virginians who gained their freedom and became
property owners. For instance, Antonio (or Anthony) Johnson, one
of the Africans from the 1619 landing, eventually gained his
freedom, owned land on the Eastern Shore, and himself owned an
indentured servant, a Black man named John Casor.

However, this “golden age” of black opportunity in early Virginia
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was remarkably short, if it existed at all. The conditions for these
first Africans were far more precarious than those of their white
counterparts. The lack of legal protection, their unfamiliar
language and culture, and the growing profitability of a
permanent labor force quickly set them apart.

BEFORE 1619: THE UNSEEN ORIGINS OF SLAVERY IN
AMERICA

To say that slavery began in 1619 is to ignore the vast, tragic
history that occurred in the lands that would become the
American South, and in the Spanish and French colonies to the
south and west. When did slavery begin in America if we
consider Spanish Florida or the Caribbean islands? The answer
changes dramatically.

Indigenous Enslavement of
Native Americans

Long before the arrival of the White Lion, European colonizers
enslaved Native Americans. Christopher Columbus’s first
interactions with the Taino people in the Caribbean in 1492
involved capturing and shipping them back to Europe as slaves.
Hernando de Soto’s brutal expedition through the American
Southeast in the 1540s enslaved thousands of Indigenous people.
Spanish colonists in Florida and the Southwest established a
system of repartimiento and encomienda, which forced Native
Americans into hard labor on plantations and in mines, effectively

a form of slavery. The English colonists in New England, such as
during the Pequot War of 1637 and King Philip’'s War of
1675-1678, regularly enslaved captured Native Americans,
shipping them to the West Indies to be sold in exchange for sugar
and molasses. The enslavement of Indigenous peoples was a core
component of early American colonization.

Spanish Florida: The First
Permanent Slavery

The first permanent European settlement in what is now the
United States was St. Augustine, Florida, founded by the Spanish
in 1565. This settlement included enslaved Africans and African-
descended people from its very beginning. Spanish law, while
brutal, did provide some pathways to freedom for slaves, such as
through baptism or military service. Nevertheless, the system of
chattel slavery was well established in Spanish Florida decades
before the English landed at Jamestown. If we define “America”
geographically as the land within the modern US borders, then
slavery began with the Spanish, not the English, in the mid-16th
century.

THE LEGAL CODIFICATION: WHEN SLAVERY BECAME A
“"PECULIAR INSTITUTION"

The arrival of the first Africans in Virginia did not instantly create
a system of lifelong, hereditary chattel slavery. That system was
built law by law, court case by court case, over the course of the
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17th century. The question of when did slavery begin in
America is best answered not by a date on a calendar, but by a
series of legislative acts that chained Black people to a lifetime of
bondage.

The Critical Cases and Laws
of the 1640s-1660s

The early 1640s marked a turning point. In 1641, Massachusetts
became the first English colony to legally recognize slavery. Its
“Body of Liberties” permitted “lawfull Captives taken in just
warres, and such strangers as willingly sell themselves or are sold
to us.” This was a narrow allowance, but it provided a legal
foothold.

In Virginia, the shift became apparent in the 1660s. A key
moment came in 1662 with the passage of the principle of
partus sequitur ventrem. This law declared that the status of a
child followed the status of its mother. This was a radical
departure from English common law, where the father’s status
determined the child’s. It meant that any child born to an
enslaved woman was also enslaved, regardless of who the father
was. This law incentivized the sexual exploitation of enslaved
women and ensured that slavery would be a hereditary, self-
perpetuating system.

The Hardening of Racial
Lines: 1660s-1705

The following decades saw the slave codes become increasingly
brutal and absolute. In 1667, Virginia passed a law declaring that
baptism did not free a slave, preventing slaveholders from losing
their “property” if they converted the enslaved to Christianity. In
1691, Virginia passed a law banning interracial marriage, a clear
effort to solidify racial boundaries.

The final nail in the coffin of the “indentured servant” theory
came in 1705 with the Virginia Slave Codes. These
comprehensive laws codified all previous rulings and created a
complete legal framework for chattel slavery. They defined all
non-Christian servants brought into the colony by sea as slaves,
declared that slaves were personal property (real estate), and
gave masters absolute power over their slaves, including the
right to kill a “runaway, resisting, or rebellious” slave with
impunity. By 1705, the answer to when did slavery begin in
America was clear: it was now the fully legal, racially-based,
lifelong, and hereditary institution that would define the American
South for the next 160 years.

THE ECONOMIC ENGINE: WHY SLAVERY TOOK ROOT

Understanding when did slavery begin in America also
requires understanding why it began. The initial English colonies
were not built on a plantation economy. The early Jamestown



settlers were looking for gold, a Northwest Passage, or trade
routes. It was the discovery of a reliable cash crop that changed
everything.

The Tobacco Revolution

John Rolfe’s introduction of a new, sweeter strain of tobacco from
the West Indies in 1612 proved to be the economic savior of the
Virginia colony. Tobacco was incredibly labor-intensive, requiring
constant attention from planting to curing. It also rapidly
exhausted the soil, forcing planters to constantly seek new land.
This created an insatiable demand for labor. Initially, that labor
was supplied by white indentured servants from England.
However, as conditions in England improved and the cost of
indentured servitude rose, and as large numbers of former
servants became free and began demanding land, planters
turned to a more reliable and permanent source of labor:
enslaved Africans.

The shift from servant to slave was not a moral choice but an
economic one. An enslaved person was a lifetime investment
with self-reproducing value. A white indentured servant worked
for a fixed term and then became a competitor for land. By the
1680s, enslaved Africans were being imported into Virginia in
increasing numbers, and by the 1700s, they had largely replaced
indentured servants as the primary labor force on the large
tobacco plantations.

Rice, Indigo, and the Deep
South

Further south, in the Carolinas, a different cash crop emerged:
rice. Rice cultivation was extremely difficult, involving swampy,
malarial conditions that were deadly for white laborers. Planters
discovered that enslaved people from the “Rice Coast” of West
Africa (modern-day Senegal, Sierra Leone, and Liberia) had the
specific agricultural knowledge to grow and process rice. This led
to the development of the Gullah Geechee culture in the coastal
Lowcountry. By the mid-18th century, South Carolina had a Black
majority population, and the brutal, labor-intensive rice plantation
system was the economic foundation of the colony. When did
slavery begin in America in this region? It began with the first
permanent settlement of Charles Town in 1670, and it grew
explosively with the rice boom of the 1720s and 1730s.

REGIONAL DIFFERENCES: A TAPESTRY OF BONDAGE

The experience of slavery and its origins were not uniform across
the American colonies. A final key to the question of when did
slavery begin in America is to recognize its varied start dates
and forms.

¢ The North: While often remembered as “free” states by
the time of the Civil War, the North had a significant slave
history. The first American slave ship, the Desire, was built
and launched in Massachusetts in 1638. As noted,
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Massachusetts legally recognized slavery in 1641. Slavery
existed in New Amsterdam (New York) from its founding by
the Dutch in 1624. Enslaved people were used in ports, as
domestic servants, and on small farms. In fact, early New
York City had a higher percentage of enslaved people than
any city in the South except Charleston. The difference was
one of scale and economic centrality. Slavery was central
to the Southern plantation system, but marginal to the
Northern commercial economy. Slavery in the North began
in the 1620s and 1630s and was gradually abolished after
the American Revolution.

e The Chesapeake (Virginia and Maryland): The
epicenter of early English slavery. Its origins are tied to the
1619 arrival, but its full legal formation took until 1705. It
was a system built on tobacco.

e The Lowcountry (South Carolina and Georgia): A
brutal and intense system built on rice and indigo. It began
later (1670 for South Carolina, 1733 for Georgia) but grew
much more rapidly. It was characterized by large

plantations, a Black majority, and the horrific task system.

* The Gulf South (Florida, Louisiana, Texas): Spanish
and French systems, beginning in the 1500s and 1600s.
These systems were often influenced by the Code Noir
(France) or Spanish legal codes, which, while still brutal,
provided some limited rights, such as the right to marry,
own property, and seek manumission, creating a significant
free Black population (les gens de couleur libres).

CONCLUSION: A CENTURY IN THE MAKING

So, when did slavery begin in America? There is no single,
simple answer. If we are looking for the first enslaved Africans in
the English colonies, the date is 1619. But if we are looking for
the first enslaved individuals on the land that is now the United
States, the date moves back to the 1500s with the Spanish in
Florida and the Southwest. If we are asking when the legal
institution of chattel slavery—the lifelong, hereditary, racialized
bondage—was fully formed, the answer lies in the slaving codes
of the late 17th and early 18th centuries, particularly the Virginia
Slave Codes of 1705.

The true origin



