
3
Th e r e l i a n c e o f C h e s a p e a k e p l a n t e r s o n s l a v e ryt o m e e t t h e i r l a b o r n e e d s
w a s t h u s t h e r e s u l t o f r a c i a l p r e j u d i c e , t h e d e c l i n i n g a v a i l a b i l i t y o f w h i t e
i n d e n t u r e d s e rv a n t s , t h e i n c r e a s i n g a v a i l a b i l i t y o f A f r i c a n s , a n d f e a r o f
w h i t e c l a s s c o n f l i c t . W h e n t h e d e m a n d f o r t o b a c c o i n E u r o p e i n c r e a s e d
s h a r p l y, t h e n e w l y d o m i n a n t s l a v e l a b o r s y s t e m e x p a n d e d r a p i d l y.

Tobacco Colonies
Be t w e e n 1 7 0 0 a n d 1 7 7 0 , s o m e 8 0 , 0 0 0 A f r i c a n s a r r i v e d i n t h e t o b a c c o
c o l o n i e s , a n d e v e n m o r e A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s w e r e b o r n i n t o s l a v e ry
t h e r e ( s e e Fi g u r e 3 – 1). To b a c c o p l a n t i n g s p r e a d f r o m V i r g i n i a a n d
Maryland to Delaware and North Carolina and from the coastal plain to
t h e f o o t h i l l s o f t h e A p p a l a c h i a n M o u n t a i n s . I n t h e p r o c e s s , A m e r i c a n
slavery began to assume the form it kept for the next 165 years.

By 1750, 144,872 slaves lived in Virginia and Maryland, accounting
for 61 percent of all the slaves in British North America. Another
40,000 slaves lived in the rice-producing regions of South Carolina and
Georgia, accounting for 17 percent. Unlike the sugar colonies of the
Caribbean, where whites were a tiny minority, whites remained a
majority in the tobacco colonies and a large minority in the rice
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G U I D E T O R E A D I N G

What were the characteristics
of plantation slavery from
1700 to 1750?

Under what conditions did
enslaved black laborers 
in the tobacco colonies 
work before 1750?

What were the defining
characteristics of low-country
slavery?

What were the material
conditions of slave life in Early
America?

K E Y T E R M S

low country, p. 83

miscegenation, p. 87

creolization, p. 87

mulattoes, p. 87

Section3
Plantation Slavery, 1700–1750

From Servitude to Slav e ry

1 6 1 9 Thirty-two Africans reported to be living at Jamestown. Twenty
more arrive

1 6 2 1 Anthony Johnson arrives at Jamestown

1 6 2 4 First documented birth of a black child occurs at Jamestown

1 6 4 0 John Punch is sentenced to servitude for life

1 6 5 1 Anthony Johnson receives estate of 250 acres

1 6 6 1 House of Burgesses (the Virginia colonial legislature) recognizes
that black servants would retain that status throughout their life

1 6 6 2 House of Burgesses affirms that a child’s status—slave or free—
follows the status of her or his mother

Guide to Reading/Key Terms

For answers, see the Teacher’s Resource Manual.
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FIGURE 3–1 Africans Brought 
as Slaves to British North America,
1701–1775.
The rise in the number of captive Africans
shipped to British North America during the
early eighteenth century reflects the
increasing dependence of British planters
on African slave labor.

Source: R. C. Simmons, The American Colonies: From Settlement 
to Independence (New York: David McKay, 1976).

colonies. Also, most southern whites did not own slaves. Nevertheless,
the economic development of the region depended on enslaved black
l a b o r e r s .

The conditions under which those laborers lived varied. Most slave-
h o l d e r s f a r m e d s m a l l t r a c t s o f l a n d a n d o w n e d f e w e r t h a n f i v e s l a v e s .
These masters and their slaves worked together and developed close per-
sonal relationships. Other masters owned thousands of acres of land and
rarely saw most of their slaves. During the early eighteenth century, the
g r e a t p l a n t e r s d i v i d e d t h e i r s l a v e s a m o n g s e v e r a l s m a l l h o l d i n g s . T h e y
d i d t h i s t o a v o i d c o n c e n t r a t i n g p o t e n t i a l l y r e b e l l i o u s A f r i c a n s i n o n e
area. As the proportion of newly arrived Africans in the slave population
d e c l i n e d l a t e r i n t h e c e n t u ry, l a r g e r c o n c e n t r a t i o n s o f s l a v e s b e c a m e
more common.

Before the mid-eighteenth century, nearly all slaves—both men and
women—worked in the fields. On the smaller farms, they worked with
their master. On larger estates, they worked for an overseer, who was
usually white. Like other agricultural workers, enslaved African
Americans normally worked from sunup to sundown with breaks for
food and rest. Even during colonial times, they usually had Sunday off.

Map 3-1

The French and Spanish slaves had easier routes
to freedom than slaves in the British colonies,
which provided African Americans in the British
colonies with examples of hope for future
freedoms.
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Fr o m t h e b e g i n n i n g s o f s l a v e ry i n N o r t h
A m e r i c a , m a s t e r s t r i e d t o m a k e s l a v e s w o r k h a r d e r
a n d f a s t e r w h i l e t h e s l a v e s s o u g h t t o c o n s e rv e t h e i r
e n e r g y, t a k e b r e a k s , a n d s o c i a l i z e w i t h e a c h o t h e r.
A f r i c a n m e n r e g a r d e d f i e l d l a b o r a s w o m e n ’s w o r k
a n d t r i e d t o a v o i d i t i f p o s s i b l e . B u t , e s p e c i a l l y i f t h e y
h a d i n c e n t i v e s , e n s l a v e d A f r i c a n s c o u l d b e e f f i c i e n t
w o r k e r s .

No t u n t i l a f t e r 1 7 5 0 d i d s o m e b l a c k m e n b e g i n
t o h o l d s u c h s k i l l e d o c c u p a t i o n s o n p l a n t a t i o n s a s
c a r p e n t e r, s m i t h , c a r t e r, c o o p e r, m i l l e r, s a w y e r,
t a n n e r, a n d s h o e m a k e r. B l a c k w o m e n h a d l e s s
a c c e s s t o s u c h o c c u p a t i o n s . W h e n t h e y d i d n o t
w o r k i n t h e f i e l d s , t h e y w e r e d o m e s t i c s e rv a n t s i n
t h e h o m e s o f t h e i r m a s t e r s , c o o k i n g , w a s h i n g ,
c l e a n i n g , a n d c a r i n g f o r c h i l d r e n . S u c h d u t i e s
c o u l d b e e x t r e m e l y t a x i n g , b e c a u s e , u n l i k e f i e l d-
w o r k , t h e y d i d n o t e n d w h e n t h e s u n w e n t d o w n .

Low-Country Slavery
South of the tobacco colonies, on the coastal plain,
or llow country, of Carolina and Georgia a distinc-
tive slave society developed (see Map 3–1). The
influence of the West Indian plantation system was
much stronger here than in the Chesapeake, and
rice, not tobacco, became the staple crop.

Th e f i r s t B r i t i s h s e t t l e r s w h o a r r i v e d i n 1 6 7 0 a t C h a r l e s t o n ( i n w h a t
w o u l d l a t e r b e c o m e S o u t h C a r o l i n a ) w e r e m a i n l y i m m i g r a n t s f r o m
B a r b a d o s , r a t h e r t h a n E n g l a n d . M a n y o f t h e m h a d b e e n s l a v e h o l d e r s
o n t h a t i s l a n d a n d b r o u g h t s l a v e s w i t h t h e m . I n t h e l o w c o u n t ry, b l a c k
p e o p l e w e r e c h a t t e l f r o m t h e s t a r t . T h e r e g i o n ’s s u b t r o p i c a l c l i m a t e
d i s c o u r a g e d w h i t e s e t t l e m e n t a n d e n c o u r a g e d d e p e n d e n c e o n b l a c k
l a b o r t h e w a y i t d i d i n t h e s u g a r i s l a n d s . D u r i n g t h e e a r l y y e a r s o f s e t-
t l e m e n t , n e a r l y o n e - t h i r d o f t h e i m m i g r a n t s w e r e A f r i c a n , m o s t o f
t h e m m a l e s . B y t h e e a r l y e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u ry, m o r e A f r i c a n s w e r e a r r i v-
i n g t h a n w h i t e p e o p l e .

Carolina Low Country
By 1 7 4 0 t h e C a r o l i n a l o w c o u n t ry h a d 4 0 , 0 0 0 s l a v e s , w h o c o n s t i t u t e d 9 0
p e r c e n t o f t h e p o p u l a t i o n i n t h e r e g i o n a r o u n d C h a r l e s t o n . I n a l l , 9 4 , 0 0 0
A f r i c a n s a r r i v e d a t C h a r l e s t o n b e t w e e n 1 7 0 6 a n d 1 7 7 6 , w h i c h m a d e i t
N o r t h A m e r i c a ’s l e a d i n g p o r t o f e n t ry f o r A f r i c a n s d u r i n g t h e e i g h t e e n t h
c e n t u ry. A S w i s s i m m i g r a n t c o m m e n t e d i n 1 7 3 7 t h a t t h e r e g i o n “ l o o k s
m o r e l i k e a n e g r o c o u n t ry t h a n l i k e a c o u n t ry s e t t l e d b y w h i t e p e o p l e . ”

MAP 3–1 Regions of Colonial North
America, 1683–1763.
The British colonies on the North American
mainland were divided into four regions.
They were bordered on the south by
Spanish Florida and to the west by regions
claimed by France.

How did African Americans in the
British colonies benefit from the close
proximity of regions controlled by
France and Spain?

Explore this map online 
atw w w. p r e n h a l l . c o m / a a h / m a p 3 . 1
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During its first three decades, Carolina supplied Barbados with beef
and lumber. Because West Africans from the Gambia River region were
skilled herders, white settlers sought them out as slaves. Starting around
1700, however, the low-country planters concentrated on growing rice.
Rice had been grown in West Africa for thousands of years, and many of
the enslaved Africans who reached Carolina had the skill required to
cultivate it in America. Economies of scale, in which an industry
becomes more efficient as it grows larger, were more important in the
production of rice than tobacco. Although tobacco could be profitably
produced on small farms, rice required large acreages. Therefore, large
plantations on a scale similar to those on the sugar islands of the West
Indies became the rule in the low country.

Georgia Low Country
In 1732 King George II of England chartered the colony of Georgia to
s e rve as a buffer between South Carolina and Spanish Florida. James
Oglethorpe, who received the royal charter, wanted to establish a refuge
for England’s poor, who were expected to become virtuous through
their own labor. Consequently, in 1734 he and the colony’s other
trustees banned slavery in Georgia. But economic difficulties combined
with land hunger among white South Carolinians soon led to the ban’s
repeal. During the 1750s, rice cultivation and slavery spread into
G e o r g i a ’s coastal plain. By 1773 Georgia had as many black people—
15,000—as white people.

As on Barbados, absentee plantation owners became the rule in South
Carolina and Georgia because planters preferred to live in Charleston or
Savannah where sea breezes provided relief from the heat. Enslaved
Africans on low-country plantations suffered from a high mortality rate
from diseases, overwork, and poor treatment just as did their counter-
parts on Barbados and other sugar islands. Therefore, unlike the slave
population in the Chesapeake colonies, the slave population in the low
c o u n t ry did not grow by reproducing itself—rather than through contin-
ued arrivals from Africa—until shortly before the American Revolution.

Slave Society
Th i s l o w - c o u n t ry s l a v e s o c i e t y p r o d u c e d s t r i k i n g p a r a d o x e s i n r a c e r e l a-
t i o n s d u r i n g t h e e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u ry. A s t h e r e g i o n ’s b l a c k p o p u l a t i o n
g r e w, w h i t e p e o p l e b e c a m e i n c r e a s i n g l y f e a rf u l o f r e v o l t , a n d b y 1 6 9 8
C a r o l i n a h a d t h e s t r i c t e s t s l a v e c o d e i n N o r t h A m e r i c a . I n 1 7 2 1 , C h a r l e s t o n
o r g a n i z e d a “ N e g r o w a t c h ” t o e n f o r c e a c u rf e w o n i t s b l a c k p o p u l a t i o n ,
a n d w a t c h m e n c o u l d s h o o t A f r i c a n s a n d A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s o n s i g h t . B l a c k
p e o p l e i n C a r o l i n a f a c e d t h e q u a n d a ry o f b e i n g b o t h f e a r e d a n d n e e d e d
b y w h i t e p e o p l e . E v e n a s p e r s o n s o f E u r o p e a n d e s c e n t g r e w f e a rf u l o f
b l a c k r e v o l t , t h e c o l o n y i n 1 7 0 4 a u t h o r i z e d t h e a r m i n g o f e n s l a v e d b l a c k
m e n w h e n n e e d e d f o r d e f e n s e a g a i n s t I n d i a n a n d S p a n i s h r a i d s .

Sales like the one announced in this 1769
broadside were common in the low country.

Teaching Notes

White Carolinians also enslaved more Indians
than other British colonists did, and during the
e a rly 1700s approximately one-quarter of the
c o l o ny ’s slave population was Indian. Carolina was
also the center of an Indian slave trade. A l t h o u g h
official colonial policy was to keep Africans and
Indians apart , black slaves sometimes helped
acquire and transport Indian slave s . C a r o l i n a
e x p o rted Indian slaves to the West Indies and to
other mainland British colonies.

Recommended Readings
Peter H. Wood. Black Majority: Negroes in

Colonial South Carolina from 1670 through
the Stono Rebellion. New York: Norton, 1974.
This is the best account available of slavery
and the origins of African-American culture in
the colonial low country.

Alan Gallay. The Indian Slave Trade: The Rise of
the English Empire in the American South,
1670–1717. New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2002.
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Of equal significance was the appearance in Carolina and to some
extent in Georgia of distinct classes among people of color. Like the low-
c o u n t ry society itself, such classes were more similar to those in the
Caribbean sugar islands than in the mainland colonies to the north. A
creole population that had absorbed European values lived in close
proximity to white people in Charleston and Savannah. Members of this
creole population were frequently mixed-race relatives of their masters
and enjoyed social and economic privileges denied to slaves who
labored on the nearby rice plantations. Yet this urban mixed-race class
was under constant white supervision.

In contrast, slaves who lived in the country retained considerable
autonomy in their daily routines. The intense cultivation required to
produce rice encouraged the evolution of a “task system” of labor on the
low-country plantations. Rather than working in gangs as in the tobacco
colonies, slaves on rice plantations had daily tasks. When they com-
pleted these tasks, they could work on plots of land assigned to them or
do what they pleased without white supervision. Because black people
were the great majority in the low-country plantations, they also pre-
served more of their African heritage than did black people who lived in
the region’s cities or in the more northerly British mainland colonies.

Reading Check What were the characteristics of plantation
slavery from 1700 to 1750?

Slave Life in Early America
Little evidence survives of the everyday lives of enslaved Africans and
African Americans in colonial North America. This is because they,
along with Indians and most white people of that era, were poor. They
had few possessions, lived in flimsy housing, and kept no records. Ye t
recent studies provide a glimpse of their material culture.

Ei g h t e e n t h - c e n t u ry h o u s i n g f o r s l a v e s w a s m i n i m a l a n d o f t e n t e m p o-
r a ry. I n t h e C h e s a p e a k e , s m a l l l o g c a b i n s w i t h d i r t f l o o r s , b r i c k f i r e p l a c e s ,
w o o d e n c h i m n e y s , a n d f e w, i f a n y, w i n d o w s w e r e t y p i c a l . A f r i c a n s t y l e s o f
a r c h i t e c t u r e w e r e m o r e c o m m o n i n c o a s t a l S o u t h C a r o l i n a a n d G e o r g i a . I n
t h e s e r e g i o n s , s l a v e s b u i l t t h e w a l l s o f t h e i r h o u s e s w i t h t a b b y — a m i x t u r e o f
l i m e , o y s t e r s h e l l s , a n d s a n d — o r, o c c a s i o n a l l y, m u d . I n e i t h e r c a s e , t h e
h o u s e s h a d t h a t c h e d r o o f s . E a r l y i n t h e e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u ry, w h e n s i n g l e
A f r i c a n m e n m a d e u p t h e m a s s o f t h e s l a v e p o p u l a t i o n , t h e s e s t r u c t u r e s
w e r e u s e d a s d o r m i t o r i e s . L a t e r t h e y h o u s e d g e n e r a t i o n s o f b l a c k f a m i l i e s .

The amount of furniture and cooking utensils the cabins contained
v a r i e d f r o m p l a c e t o p l a c e a n d a c c o r d i n g t o h o w l o n g t h e c a b i n s w e r e
occupied. In some cabins, the only furniture consisted of wooden boxes
for both storage and seating and planks for beds. But a 1697 inventory of
items contained in a slave cabin in Virginia includes chairs, a bed, a large
iron kettle, a brass kettle, an iron pot, a frying pan, and a “beer barrel.”

Reading Check
Before the mid-eighteenth century, nearly all
slaves worked in the fields. On smaller farms,
they worked with their master. On larger farms,
they worked under an overseer. African-American
slaves worked from sunup to sundown with
breaks for food and rest.
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E n s l a v e d b l a c k p e o p l e , l i k e c o n t e m p o r a ry I n d i a n s a n d w h i t e p e o p l e ,
used hollowed-out gourds for cups and carted water in wooden buckets
f o r d r i n k i n g , c o o k i n g , a n d w a s h i n g . A s t h e e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u ry p r o-
g r e s s e d , s l a v e h o u s i n g o n l a r g e p l a n t a t i o n s b e c a m e m o r e s u b s t a n t i a l ,
and slaves acquired tables, linens, chamber pots, and oil lamps. Yet prim-
i t i v e , p o o r l y f u r n i s h e d l o g c a b i n s p e r s i s t e d i n m a n y r e g i o n s e v e n a f t e r
the abolition of slavery in 1865.

At first, slave dress was minimal during summer. Men wore breech-
c l o t h s , w o m e n w o r e s k i r t s , l e a v i n g t h e i r u p p e r b o d i e s b a r e , a n d c h i l d r e n
w e n t n a k e d u n t i l p u b e r t y. L a t e r m e n w o r e s h i r t s , t r o u s e r s , a n d h a t s w h i l e
w o r k i n g i n t h e f i e l d s . Wo m e n w o r e s h i f t s ( l o o s e , s i m p l e d r e s s e s ) a n d c o v-
e r e d t h e i r h e a d s w i t h h a n d k e r c h i e f s . I n w i n t e r, m a s t e r s p r o v i d e d m o r e s u b-
s t a n t i a l c o t t o n a n d w o o l e n c l o t h i n g a n d c h e a p l e a t h e r s h o e s . I n t h e e a r l y
y e a r s , m u c h o f t h e c l o t h i n g , o r a t l e a s t t h e c l o t h u s e d t o m a k e i t , c a m e f r o m
E n g l a n d . L a t e r, a s t h e a c c o u n t o f G e o r g e M a s o n ’s G u n s t o n H a l l p l a n t a t i o n
i n d i c a t e s , h o m e s p u n m a d e b y s l a v e s r e p l a c e d E n g l i s h c l o t h . F r o m t h e s e v-
e n t e e n t h c e n t u ryo n w a r d , s l a v e w o m e n b r i g h t e n e d c l o t h i n g w i t h d y e s m a d e
f r o m b a r k , d e c o r a t e d c l o t h i n g w i t h o r n a m e n t s , a n d c r e a t e d A f r i c a n - s t y l e
h e a d w r a p s , h a t s , a n d h a i r s t y l e s . I n t h i s m a n n e r, A f r i c a n A m e r i c a n s r e t a i n e d
a s e n s e o f p e r s o n a l s t y l e c o m p a t i b l e w i t h We s t A f r i c a n c u l t u r e .

Food consisted of corn, yams, salt pork, and occasionally salt beef
and salt fish. Slaves also caught fish and raised chickens and rabbits.
When farmers in the Chesapeake began planting wheat during the eigh-
teenth century, slaves baked biscuits. In the South Carolina low country,
rice became an important part of African-American diets. During colo-
nial times, slaves occasionally supplemented this limited diet with veg-
etables that they raised in their own gardens.

Slave quarters and the master’s house at Mulberry Plantation, located near
Charleston, South Carolina.
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Miscegenation and Creolization
Wh e n A f r i c a n s f i r s t a r r i v e d i n t h e C h e s a p e a k e d u r i n g t h e e a r l y s e v e n-
t e e n t h c e n t u ry, t h e y i n t e r a c t e d c u l t u r a l l y a n d p h y s i c a l l y w i t h w h i t e i n d e n-
t u r e d s e rv a n t s a n d w i t h A m e r i c a n I n d i a n s . T h i s m i x i n g o f p e o p l e s
c h a n g e d a l l t h r e e g r o u p s . I n t e r r a c i a l s e x u a l c o n t a c t s —mmi s c e g e n a t i o n—
p r o d u c e d p e o p l e o f m i x e d r a c e . M e a n w h i l e , c u l t u r a l e x c h a n g e s b e c a m e
a n e s s e n t i a l p a r t o f t h e p r o c e s s o f ccre o l i z a t i o n t h a t l e d A f r i c a n p a r e n t s t o
p r o d u c e A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n c h i l d r e n . W h e n , a s o f t e n h a p p e n e d , m i s c e-
g e n a t i o n a n d c r e o l i z a t i o n o c c u r r e d t o g e t h e r, t h e c h a n g e w a s b o t h p h y s i-
c a l a n d c u l t u r a l . H o w e v e r, t h e d o m i n a n t B r i t i s h m i n o r i t y i n N o r t h
A m e r i c a d u r i n g t h e c o l o n i a l p e r i o d d e f i n e d p e r s o n s o f m i x e d r a c e a s
b l a c k . A l t h o u g h e n s l a v e d mmu l a t t o e s—t h o s e o f m i x e d A f r i c a n a n d
E u r o p e a n a n c e s t ry — e n j o y e d s o m e a d v a n t a g e s o v e r s l a v e s w h o h a d a
p u r e l y A f r i c a n a n c e s t ry, m u l a t t o e s a s a g r o u p d i d n o t r e c e i v e e n h a n c e d
l e g a l s t a t u s .

Miscegenation
Miscegenation between blacks and whites and blacks and Indians was
extensive throughout British North America during the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. But it was less extensive and accepted than it
was in the European sugar colonies in the Caribbean, in Latin America,
or in French Canada, where many French men married Indian women.
British North America was exceptional because many more white
women migrated there than to Canada or the Caribbean, so that white
men did not have to take black or Indian wives and concubines.

Miscegenation between blacks and Indians was extensive, and strik-
ing examples of black-white marriage also occurred in seventeenth-
c e n t u ry Virginia. For example, in 1656 in Northumberland County, a
mulatto woman named Elizabeth Kay successfully sued for her freedom
and immediately thereafter married her white lawyer. In Norfolk County
in 1671, Francis Skiper had to pay a tax on his wife Anne because she was
black. In Westmoreland County in 1691, Hester Tate, a white indentured
s e rvant, and her husband James Tate, a black slave, had four children;
one was apprenticed to her master, and the other three to his.

Co l o n i a l a s s e m b l i e s b a n n e d s u c h i n t e r r a c i a l m a r r i a g e s m a i n l y t o k e e p
w h i t e w o m e n f r o m b e a r i n g m u l a t t o c h i l d r e n . T h e a s s e m b l i e s f e a r e d t h a t
h a v i n g f r e e w h i t e m o t h e r s m i g h t a l l o w p e r s o n s o f m i x e d r a c e t o s u e a n d
g a i n t h e i r f r e e d o m , t h e r e b y c r e a t i n g a l e g a l l y r e c o g n i z e d m i x e d - r a c e c l a s s .
Such a class, wealthy white people feared, would blur the distinction
between the dominant and subordinate races and weaken white
supremacy. The assemblies did little to prevent white male masters from
exploiting their black female slaves—although they considered such
exploitation immoral—because the children of such liaisons would be
slaves.


