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SLAVERY IN THE BRITISH COLONIES

• 1609 Jamestown

• 1619 Twenty slaves in Virginia Africans brought to Jamestown are the first slaves imported 

into Britain’s North American colonies. Like indentured servants, they were probably 

freed after a fixed period of service.

• 1641 Massachusetts is the first colony to legalize slavery. 

• 1662 Hereditary Slavery Virginia law decrees that children of black mothers “shall be 

bond or free according to the condition of the mother.”



SLAVERY IN THE BRITISH COLONIES

• 1682 Virginia declares that all imported black servants are slaves for life.

• 1688 The Pennsylvania Quakers pass the first formal antislavery resolution.

• 1705 The Virginia Slave Code codifies slave status, declaring all non- Christian 

servants entering the colony to be slaves. It defines all slaves as real estate, acquits 

masters who kill slaves during punishment, forbids slaves and free colored peoples from 

physically assaulting white persons, and denies slaves the right to bear arms or move 

abroad without written permission. 



SLAVERY IN THE BRITISH COLONIES

• 1758 Pennsylvania Quakers forbid their members from owning slaves or participating in 

the slave trade. 

• 1767 The Virginia House of Burgess boycotts the British slave trade in protest of the 

Townsend Acts. Georgia and the Carolinas follow suit. 

• 1770 Escaped slave, Crispus Attucks, is killed by British forces in Boston, Massachusetts. 

He is one of the first colonists to die in the war for independence



SLAVERY IN THE BRITISH COLONIES

• 1775 The slave population in the colonies is nearly 500,000. In Virginia, the ratio of free 

colonists to slaves is nearly 1:1. In South Carolina it is approximately 1:2. 

• 1775 Abolitionist Society Anthony Benezet of Philadelphia founds the world’s first 

abolitionist society. Benjamin Franklin becomes its president in 1787.

• 1776 In Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, members of the Continental Congress sign the 

Declaration of Independence. 



SLAVERY IN THE UNITED STATES

• 1784 Abolition Effort Congress narrowly defeats Thomas Jefferson’s proposal to ban 

slavery in new territories after 1800

• 1794 Cotton Gin Eli Whitney patents his device for pulling seeds from cotton. The 

invention turns cotton into the cash crop of the American South—and creates a huge 

demand for slave labor. 

• 1808 United States Bans Slave Trade Importing African slaves is outlawed, but smuggling 

continues.



SLAVERY IN THE UNITED STATES

• 1820 Missouri Compromise Missouri is admitted to the Union as a slave state, Maine 

as a free state. Slavery is forbidden in any subsequent territories north of latitude. 

• 1822 Slave Revolt: South Carolina Freed slave Denmark Vesey attempts a rebellion in 

Charleston. Thirty-five participants in the ill-fated uprising are hanged.

• 1847 Frederick Douglass’s Newspaper Escaped slave Frederick Douglass begins 

publishing the North Star in Rochester, New York. 

• 1849 Harriet Tubman Escapes After fleeing slavery, Tubman returns south at least 15 times 

to help rescue several hundred others.



SLAVERY IN THE UNITED STATES

• 1850 Compromise of 1850 In exchange for California’s entering the Union as a free 

state, northern congressmen accept a harsher Fugitive Slave Act. 

• 1852 Uncle Tom’s Cabin Published Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel about the horrors 

of slavery sells 300,000 copies within a year of publication. 

• 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act Setting aside the Missouri Compromise of 1820, Congress 

allows these two new territories to choose whether to allow slavery. Violent clashes 

erupt. 



SLAVERY IN THE UNITED STATES

• 1856 The Republican Party, newly formed from various groups opposing the 

extension of slavery, holds its first convention in Philadelphia.

• 1857 Dred Scott Decision The United States Supreme Court decides, seven to two, 

that blacks can never be citizens and that Congress has no authority to outlaw slavery in 

any territory.

• 1859 John Brown attacks Harper’s Ferry abolitionist John Brown leads an attack on 

US military base in Virginia – Robert E. Lee leads troops to arrest Brown who is tried, 

convicted and executed 


