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Virginia Gazette, May 19, 1774. Click to see
larger view. Courtesy of The Colonial
Williamsburg Foundation. Available online from
the Smithsonian Institute.  [3]

Indentured servants were white Europeans of modest means who for various reasons wanted to go to the British colonies
but could not pay the cost of their passage. During the colonial period [4], a thriving business developed in Europe in which
young men and women agreed to work for a specific time in the New World for a master who paid their way across the
Atlantic Ocean. The indenture was the contract they signed and carried with them for the length of their service. A typical
servant's contract noted the length (usually four to seven years) and place of service, the master's name, and the minimal
food, clothing, and shelter that he or she was to provide.

In the eighteenth century, as the servant population grew (although it never became very large in North Carolina), the
North Carolina Assembly found it necessary to enact regulatory laws, particularly since the system lent itself to abuse on
the part of both servant and master. According to printer James Davis [5]'s legal guide, published in New Bern in 1774,
runaway servants who were caught would serve double time after the expiration of their contracted term. Servants who
resisted their masters could "suffer corporal Punishment, at the Discretion of a Justice, not exceeding Twenty One
Lashes."

For their part, masters had to provide their servants with a "Competent Dyet, Clothing & Lodging," and they could "not
exceed the Bounds of moderation in correcting them." By all accounts, life for indentured servants was difficult. Many died
of disease before the end of their contracts, and most who survived were poor.
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