
 
Wessell Webling, A Free Man Signs an Indenture (1622)  

 

During the seventeenth century, labor needs in the colonies were generally filled by 
indentured servants from England. In exchange for passage to the colonies, 
individual men and women signed themselves into virtual slavery, with the 
stipulation that once their terms of service were completed, they would receive land 
and tools (freedom dues) with which they could then establish their own estates. 
Wesell Webling signed this three-year contract, which offered him such passage and 
land at its completion.  

A record of Wessell Webling his Indentures*   

To all to whom theife presents shall come greeting in o' Lord God everlasting.  

Know yee that I Wessell Webling sonne of Nicolas Webling of London Brewer for & in 
consideration that I have bene furnished & sett out & am to bee transported unto Virginia, 
at the costs & charges of Edward Bennett of London, marchant & his associates, & for & 
in consideration that they have promised & covenanted to maintain me with sufficient 
meat drinke & apparell doe by these presents bind myself an apprentise unto ye said 
Edward Bennett for the full terme of three yeares to begin the first [fic. feast] of St 
Michaell the Archangell next after the date of these presents. And I doe promise & bind 
myself to doe & perform all the said terme of my aprentishippe true & faythfull service in 
all such labours & busines as the said Edward Bennett or his assignes shall imploy me in, 
& to bee tractable & obedient as a good servant ought to bee in all such things as shalbe 
comaunded me by the said Edward Bennett or his Assignes in Virginia, & at the end of 
the said terme of three yeares the said Edward Bennett do promise to give unto the said 
apprentice and house & 50 acres of land in Virginia to hold to me my heires & assignes 
for ever, according to the custome of land there holden, & alsoe shall give to the said 
apprentice necessary & good apparell, & the sayd apprentice shall inhabitt & dwell uppon 
the said land, & shall pay yearely for the said fiftye acres of land fro & after the hee 
shalbe therof possessed unto the said Edward Bennett the yearely rent of 50 shillings 
starling for ever & two dayes worke yearely, & to all & singuler the covenants aforesaid, 
one the Party & behalfe of the said apprentice to bee performed & kept in manner & 
forme as aforesaid. The said apprentice bindeth himselfe to his said Master per these 
presents: In witnes whereof the Partyes aforesaid to these present Indentures have sett 
their hands & seales, the 25th of September 1622.  

Signett Ed. Bennett  
Ext Willm Claybourne  

Source: "A Record of Wessell Webling, His Indentures" in H. R. McIlwaine, ed., 
Minutes of the Council and General Court of Colonial Virginia, 1622–1632, 1670–1676, 
(Richmond: The Colonial Press, Everett Waddey Co., 1924), pp. 124–125.  

Capitalization and spelling have generally been retained as in the original. Thorns, a 
character resembling a lowercase y, have been transcribed as th. Long s characters have 
been modernized to a lowercase s. Letters u and v have been corrected for modern usage. 

Study Questions 
1. Summarize the conditions and responsibilities of both parties in this   agreement. 
2. In what ways can each party benefit from this arrangement? 

 



 
Gottlieb Mittelberger, The Passage of Indentured Servants (1750) 

 

Both in Rotterdam and in Amsterdam the people are packed densely, like herrings so to 
say, in the large sea-vessels. One person receives a place of scarcely 2 feet width and 6 
feet length in the bedstead, while many a ship carries four to six hundred souls; not to 
mention the innumerable implements, tools, provisions, water-barrels and other things 
which likewise occupy such space.  

On account of contrary winds it takes the ships sometimes2, 3, and 4 weeks to make the 
trip from Holland to . . . England. But when the wind is good, they get there in 8 days or 
even sooner. Everything is examined there and the custom-duties paid, whence it comes 
that the ships ride there 8, 10 or 14 days and even longer at anchor, till they have taken in 
their full cargoes. During that time every one is compelled to spend his last remaining 
money and to consume his little stock of provisions which had been reserved for the sea; 
so that most passengers, finding themselves on the ocean where they would be in greater 
need of them, must greatly suffer from hunger and want. Many suffer want already on the 
water between Holland and Old England.  

When the ships have for the last time weighed their anchors near the city of Kaupp 
[Cowes] in Old England, the real misery begins with the long voyage. For from there the 
ships, unless they have good wind, must often sail 8, 9, 10 to 12 weeks before they reach 
Philadelphia. But even with the best wind the voyage lasts 7 weeks.  

But during the voyage there is on board these ships terrible misery, stench, fumes, horror, 
vomiting, many kinds of sea-sickness, fever, dysentery, headache, heat, constipation, 
boils, scurvy, cancer, mouth rot, and the like, all of which come from old and sharply 
salted food and meat, also from very bad and foul water, so that many die miserably.  

Add to this want of provisions, hunger, thirst, frost, heat, dampness, anxiety, want, 
afflictions and lamentations, together with other trouble, as . . . the lice abound so 
frightfully, especially on sick people, that they can be scraped off the body. The misery 
reaches the climax when a gale rages for 2 or 3 nights and days, so that every one 
believes that the ship will go to the bottom with all human beings on board. In such a 
visitation the people cry and pray most piteously.  

Children from 1 to 7 years rarely survive the voyage. I witnessed . . . misery in no less 
than 32 children in our ship, all of whom were thrown into the sea. The parents grieve all 
the more since their children find no resting-place in the earth, but are devoured by the 
monsters of the sea.  

That most of the people get sick is not surprising, because, in addition to all other trials 
and hardships, warm food is served only three times a week, the rations being very poor 
and very little. Such meals can hardly be eaten, on account of being so unclean. The 
water which is served out of the ships is often very black, thick and full of worms, so that 
one cannot drink it without loathing, even with the greatest thirst. Toward the end we 
were compelled to eat the ship's biscuit which had been spoiled long ago; though in a 
whole biscuit there was scarcely a piece the size of a dollar that had not been full of red 
worms and spiders' nests. . . .  

At length, when, after a long and tedious voyage, the ships come in sight of land, so that 
the promontories can be seen, which the people were so eager and anxious to see, all 



creep from below on deck to see the land from afar, and they weep for joy, and pray and 
sing, thanking and praising God. The sight of the land makes the people on board the 
ship, especially the sick and the half dead, alive again, so that their hearts leap within 
them; they shout and rejoice, and are content to bear their misery in patience, in the hope 
that they may soon reach the land in safety. But alas!  

When the ships have landed at Philadelphia after their long voyage, no one is permitted to 
leave them except those who pay for their passage or can give good security; the others, 
who cannot pay, must remain on board the ships till they are purchased, and are released 
from the ships by their purchasers. The sick always fare the worst, for the healthy are 
naturally preferred and purchased first; and so the sick and wretched must often remain 
on board in front of the city for 2 or 3 weeks, and frequently die, whereas many a one, if 
he could pay his debt and were permitted to leave the ship immediately, might recover 
and remain alive.  

The sale of human beings in the market on board the ship is carried out thus: Every day 
Englishmen, Dutchmen and High-German people come from the city of Philadelphia and 
other places, in part from a great distance, say 20, 30, or 40 hours away, and go on board 
the newly arrived ship that has brought and offers for sale passengers from Europe, and 
select among the healthy persons such as they deem suitable for their business, and 
bargain with them how long they will serve for their passage money, which most of them 
are still in debt for. When they have come to an agreement, it happens that adult persons 
bind themselves in writing to serve 3, 4, 5 or 6 years for the amount due by them, 
according to their age and strength. But very young people, from 10 to 15years, must 
serve till they are 21 years old.  

Many parents must sell and trade away their children like so many head of cattle; for if 
their children take the debt upon themselves, the parents can leave the ship free and 
unrestrained; but as the parents often do not know where and to what people their 
children are going, it often happens that such parents and children, after leaving the ship, 
do not see each other again for many years, perhaps no more in all their lives. . . .  

It often happens that whole families, husband, wife and children, are separated by being 
sold to different purchasers, especially when they have not paid any part of their passage 
money.  

When a husband or wife has died a sea, when the ship has made more than half of her 
trip, the survivor must pay or serve not only for himself or herself but also for the 
deceased.  

When both parents have died over half-way at sea, their children, especially when they 
are young and have nothing to pawn or pay, must stand for their own and their parents' 
passage, and serve till they are 21 years old. When one has served his or her term, he or 
she is entitled to a new suit of clothes at parting; and if it has been so stipulated, a man 
gets in addition a horse, a woman, a cow. When a serf has an opportunity to marry in this 
country, he or she must pay for each year which he or she would have yet to serve, 5 or 6 
pounds. 

 

Study Questions 



1. Summarize the hardships of the passage from Old England to Philadelphia as 

they are described by the author. 

2. How are the hardships of the sea exacerbated upon reaching land? 

3. Describe the various possible arrangements related to the purchase of newly 

arrived servants from Europe. 

 



 

Petition of "A Grate Number of Blackes of the Province" to Governor Thomas 
Gage and the Members of the Massachusetts General Court (1774)  

 

Your Petitioners apprehend we have in common with all other men a naturel right to our 
freedoms without Being depriv'd of them by our fellow men as we are a freeborn Pepel 
and have never forfeited this Blessing by aney compact or agreement whatever. But we 
were unjustly dragged by the cruel hand of power from our dearest friends and sum of us 
stolen from the bosoms of our tender Parents and from a Populous Pleasant and plentiful 
country and Brought hither to be made slaves for Life in a Christian land. Thus we are 
deprived of every thing that hath a tendency to make life even tolerable, the endearing 
ties of husband and wife we are strangers to. . . . Our children are also taken from us by 
force and sent maney miles from us. . . . Thus our Lives are imbittered. . . . There is a 
great number of us sencear. . . . members of the Church of Christ how can the master and 
the slave be said to fulfil that command Live in love let Brotherly Love contuner and 
abound Beare yea one nothers Bordenes. How can the master be said to Beare my 
Borden when he Beares me down which the. . . . chanes of slavery. . . . Nither can we 
reap an equal benefet from the laws of the Land which doth not justifi but condemns 
Slavery or if there had bin aney Law to hold us in Bondage. . . . ther never was aney to 
inslave our children for life when Born in a free Countrey. We therefore Bage your 
Excellency and Honours will. . . . cause an act of the legislative to be pessed that we may 
obtain our Natural right our freedoms and our children be set at lebety at the yeare of 
twenty one. . . 

 

Study Questions 

1. What is the primary plea of the writers of this petition?  What is their reasoning for this request?  What 
ideals do they appeal to in their plea? 

 

 



 
Alexander Falconbridge, The African Slave Trade (1788) 

 

As soon as the wretched Africans, purchased at the fairs, fall into the hands of the black 
traders, they experience an earnest of those dreadful sufferings which they are doomed in 
future to undergo. And there is not the least room to doubt, but that even before they can 
reach the fairs, great numbers perish from cruel usage, want of food, travelling through 
inhospitable deserts, etc. They are brought from the places where they are purchased to 
Bonny, etc. in canoes; at the bottom of which they lie, having their hands tied with a kind 
of willow twigs, and a strict watch is kept over them. Their usage in other respects, 
during the time of passage, which generally lasts several days, is equally cruel. Their 
allowance of food is so scanty, that it is barely sufficient to support nature. They are, 
besides, much exposed to the violent rains which frequently fall here, being covered only 
with mats that afford but a slight defense; and as there is usually water at the bottom of 
the canoes, from their leaking, they are scarcely every dry.  

Nor do these unhappying beings, after they become the property of the Europeans (from 
whom as a more civilized people, more humanity might naturally be expected), find their 
situation in the least amended. Their treatment is no less rigorous. The men Negroes, on 
being brought aboard the ship, are immediately fastened together, two and two, by 
handcuffs on their wrists, and irons riveted on their legs. They are then sent down 
between the decks, and placed in an apartment partitioned off for that purpose. The 
women likewise are placed in a separate room, on the same deck, but without being 
ironed. And an adjoining room, on the same deck is besides appointed for the boys. Thus 
are they placed in different apartments.  

But at the same time, they are frequently stowed so close, as to admit of no other posture 
than lying on their sides. Neither will the height between decks, unless directly under the 
grating, permit them the indulgence of an erect posture; especially where there are 
platforms, which is generally the case. These platforms are a kind of shelf, about eight or 
nine feet in breadth, extending from the side of the ship towards the centre. They are 
placed nearly midway between the decks, at the distance of two or three feet from each 
deck. Upon these the Negroes are stowed in the same manner as they are on the deck 
underneath.  

. . . About eight o'clock in the morning the Negroes are generally brought upon deck. 
Their irons being examined, a long chain, which is locked to a ring-bolt, fixed in the 
deck, is run through the rings of the shackles of the men, and then locked to another ring-
bolt, fixed also in the deck. By this means fifty or sixty, and sometimes more, are 
fastened to one chain, in order to prevent them from rising, or endeavoring to escape. If 
the weather proves favorable, they are permitted to remain in that situation till four or 
five in the afternoon, when they are disengaged from the chain, and sent down.  

. . . Upon the Negroes refusing to take sustenance, I have seen coals of fire, glowing hot, 
put on a shovel, and placed so near their lips, as to scorch and burn them. And this has 
been accompanied with threats, of forcing them to swallow the coals, if they any longer 
persisted in refusing to eat. These means have generally had the desired effect. I have 
also been credibly informed that a certain captain in the slave trade poured melted lead on 
such of the Negroes as obstinately refused their food.  

Exercise being deemed necessary for the preservation of their health, they are sometimes 
obligated to dance, when the weather will permit their coming on deck. If they go about it 
reluctantly, or do not move with agility, they are flogged; a person standing by them all 



the time with at cat-o'-nine-tails in his hand for that purpose. Their music, upon these 
occasions, consists of a drum, sometimes with only one head; and when that is worn out, 
they do not scruple to make use of the bottom of one of the tubs before described. The 
poor wretches are frequently compelled to sing also; but when they do so, their songs are 
generally, as may naturally be expected, melancholy lamentations of their exile from their 
native country.  

. . . On board some ships, the common sailors are allowed to have intercourse with such 
of the black women whose consent they can procure. And some of them have been 
known to take the inconstancy of their paramours so much to heart, as to leap overboard 
and drown themselves. The officers are permitted to indulge their passions among them 
at pleasure, and sometimes are guilty of such brutal excesses as disgrace human nature.  

The hardships and inconveniences suffered by the Negroes during the passage are 
scarcely to be enumerated or conceived. They are far more violently affected by the 
seasickness than the Europeans. It frequently terminates in death, especially among the 
women. But the exclusion of the fresh air is among the most intolerable. For the purpose 
of admitting this needful refreshment, most of the ships in the slave trade are provided, 
between the decks, with five or six air-ports on each side of the ship, of about six inches 
in length, and four in breadth; in addition to which, some few ships, but not one in 
twenty, have what they denominate wind-sails. But whenever the sea is rough and the 
rain heavy, it becomes necessary to shut these, and every other conveyance by which the 
air is admitted. The fresh air being thus excluded, the Negroes' rooms very soon grow 
intolerably hot. The confined air, rendered noxious by the effluvia exhaled from their 
bodies, and by being repeatedly breathed, soon produces fevers and fluxes, which 
generally carries off great numbers of them.  

. . . One morning, upon examining the place allotted for the sick Negroes, I perceived that 
one of them, who was so emaciated as scarcely to be able to walk, was missing, and was 
convinced that he must have gone overboard in the night, probably to put a more 
expeditious period to his sufferings. And, to conclude on this subject, I could not help 
being sensibly affected, on a former voyage, at observing with what apparent eagerness a 
black woman seized some dirt from off an African yam, and put it into her mouth, 
seeming to rejoice at the opportunity of possessing some of her native earth.  

From these instances I think it may have been clearly deduced that the unhappy Africans 
are not bereft of the finer feelings, but have a strong attachment to their native country, 
together with a just sense of the value of liberty. And the situation of the miserable beings 
above described, more forcibly urges the necessity of abolishing a trade which is the 
source of such evils, than the most eloquent harangue, or persuasive arguments could do.  

Study Questions 

1. What conditions are the slaves subjected to by the black traders? 

2. Describe the living conditions on board the European ships. 

3. Identify the cruelties reported to be inflicted upon the slaves by the European sailors. 
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