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A Dutch boat sails into port at Jamestown. Its cargo: the first African slaves sold in America.
(August 1619)
In 1619 a Dutch slave trader landed in Jamestown and exchanged his cargo of 20 Africans for food. The imported Africans became indentured servants, similar to many poor Englishmen who traded several years of their life in exchange for passage to America. Once these slaves repaid their debt they settled on their own land and worked for themselves. These people were the first of countless thousands of men and women from Africa who would work with people from many lands in building the new nation.

John Rolfe wrote in his diary: “About the last of August came in a Dutch man of warre that sold us twenty negars.”

By the 1640’s, however, Africans were being brought to the British colonies as slaves. This was a crucial event that played a major role in the development of America, because this will develop into a racially based slave system in about 1680. 

