
The Untold Story: The First Two Centuries Of
Slavery In North America
Slavery is an indelible stain on the history of humanity. The concept of owning
another human being and stripping them of their basic rights is morally
reprehensible. Slavery has existed since time immemorial, but it was during the
first two centuries of North American history that it took on a horrifying scale and
significance.

The Arrival of Slavery on North American Shores

The story of slavery in North America begins in 1619, when a Dutch trading
vessel arrived in Jamestown, Virginia, carrying enslaved Africans. These Africans
were not the first to set foot on the continent, as there had already been recorded
instances of enslaved Africans in Spanish Florida dating back to the 16th century.
However, the arrival of these enslaved individuals in Jamestown marks the
starting point for a systemic and institutionalized practice of slavery in what would
become the United States.

Initially, slavery in North America was not limited to Africans. Indentured servants,
mainly poor Europeans seeking passage to the New World in exchange for years
of labor, were quite prevalent. But as the demand for labor grew in European
colonies, fueled by the expansion of plantations and the need for agricultural
labor, African slaves came to be favored due to their perceived physical
endurance, ability to withstand diseases, and the fact they were considered a
"renewable" source of labor.
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The Development of Slavery as an Economic Engine

As the colonies expanded, so did the need for labor in various sectors of the
economy. The cultivation of cash crops like tobacco, indigo, and later cotton,
required an immense amount of labor force. African slaves comprising men,
women, and children were forcefully brought to North America to fulfill this
demand.

The enslaved African population grew rapidly over the next two centuries,
particularly in Southern colonies like Virginia, Maryland, and South Carolina.
Plantation owners amassed great wealth and power, perpetuating the institution
of slavery even as the voices of abolitionism rose in the Northern states.

A Life Defined by Brutality and Injustice

To truly understand the scope of slavery in North America during the first two
centuries, it is crucial to examine the lived experiences of those who endured this
horrific institution. Enslaved Africans and their descendants were stripped of their
humanity, treated as property rather than human beings. They were subjected to
backbreaking labor, often working from sunrise to sunset in fields or plantations.
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Punishment and brutality were commonplace. Whippings, brandings, and other
forms of physical abuse were inflicted upon slaves for disobedience or perceived
insubordination. Families were torn apart as children were forcefully separated
from their parents, sold off to different owners without any regard for the
emotional or psychological trauma inflicted.

Education and literacy were strictly forbidden for enslaved individuals. This
deliberate denial of education perpetuated a cycle of ignorance, ensuring that
slaves remained subjugated and unable to challenge their oppressors. Slaves
were often kept in deplorable living conditions, packed together in small, cramped
quarters with minimal sanitation or personal space.

The Road to abolition

Slavery in North America persisted for more than two centuries before the tide
began to turn. The impetus for change came from various sources - political,
social, and moral - that gradually led to the dismantling of this inhumane system.

The American Revolutionary War and the Declaration of Independence brought
about a paradoxical situation, as some of the framers of the Declaration voiced
support for the abolition of slavery while still owning slaves themselves. This
internal contradiction set the stage for the conflict that would eventually lead to
the American Civil War.

Throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, abolitionist movements gained
momentum. Influential voices like Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman, and
Sojourner Truth emerged, recounting their personal experiences and advocating
for the freedom of enslaved individuals. The Underground Railroad, a network of
safe houses used by escaped slaves to reach free states or Canada, grew in size
and significance.



The United States would witness the horrors of the Civil War from 1861 to 1865,
leaving the nation divided and ultimately resulting in the Emancipation
Proclamation of 1863. While the Proclamation itself did not immediately end
slavery, it declared that all slaves in rebel-held territories were to be considered
free, paving the way for the 13th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution in 1865,
which abolished slavery once and for all.

A Legacy that Can Never Be Erased

The first two centuries of slavery in North America left an indelible mark on the
history of the continent. The scars of this despicable institution are still felt today,
permeating all aspects of American society. The legacy of slavery has shaped
racial inequalities, social dynamics, and continues to fuel conversations about
reparations and social justice.

Remembering and acknowledging this dark chapter in history is essential in the
pursuit of a more equitable future. Slavery in North America must forever be seen
as a warning, a reminder of the inhumanity that can manifest when people are
denied their basic rights and dignity.

As we look back on the first two centuries of slavery in North America, let us
remember the countless lives that were destroyed, the families that were torn
apart, and the struggle for freedom that persisted against unimaginable odds.
Only by confronting the past can we move forward towards a society that values
the equality and humanity of all individuals.
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Today most Americans, black and white, identify slavery with cotton, the deep
South, and the African-American church. But at the beginning of the nineteenth
century, after almost two hundred years of African-American life in mainland
North America, few slaves grew cotton, lived in the deep South, or embraced
Christianity. Many Thousands Gone traces the evolution of black society from the
first arrivals in the early seventeenth century through the Revolution. In telling
their story, Ira Berlin, a leading historian of southern and African-American life,
reintegrates slaves into the history of the American working class and into the
tapestry of our nation.

Laboring as field hands on tobacco and rice plantations, as skilled artisans in port
cities, or soldiers along the frontier, generation after generation of African
Americans struggled to create a world of their own in circumstances not of their
own making. In a panoramic view that stretches from the North to the
Chesapeake Bay and Carolina lowcountry to the Mississippi Valley, Many
Thousands Gone reveals the diverse forms that slavery and freedom assumed
before cotton was king. We witness the transformation that occurred as the first
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generations of creole slaves--who worked alongside their owners, free blacks,
and indentured whites--gave way to the plantation generations, whose back-
breaking labor was the sole engine of their society and whose physical and
linguistic isolation sustained African traditions on American soil.

As the nature of the slaves' labor changed with place and time, so did the
relationship between slave and master, and between slave and society. In this
fresh and vivid interpretation, Berlin demonstrates that the meaning of slavery
and of race itself was continually renegotiated and redefined, as the nation
lurched toward political and economic independence and grappled with the
Enlightenment ideals that had inspired its birth.
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