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The Peoples of North America

In the North American colonies during the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, African immigrants gave birth to a new African-American peo-
ple. Born in North America and forever separated from their ancestral
homeland, they preserved a surprisingly large core of their African cul-
tural heritage. Meanwhile, a new natural environment and contacts with
people of American Indian and European descent helped African
Americans shape a way of life within the circumstances that slavery
forced on them. To understand the early history of African Americans,
we must first briefly discuss the other peoples of colonial North America.

American Indians

Historians and anthropologists group the original inhabitants of North
America together as American Indians. But when the British began to
colonize the coastal portion of this huge region during the early seven-
teenth century, the indigenous peoples who lived there had no such all-
inclusive name. They spoke many different languages, lived in diverse
environments, and considered themselves distinct from one another.
Europeans called them Indians as a result of Christopher Columbus’s
mistaken assumption in 1492 that he had landed on islands near the
“Indies,” by which he meant near Southeast Asia.

In Mexico, Central America, and Peru, American Indian peoples
developed complex, densely populated civilizations with hereditary
monarchies, formal religions, armies, and social classes. The peoples of
what is today the United States were influenced by cultural developments
in Mexico and by the northerly spread of the cultivation of maize (corn).
In what is today the American Southwest, the Anasazi, Hopi, and later
Pueblo peoples developed sophisticated farming communities. In the
region east of the Mississippi River, known as the Eastern Woodlands, the
Adena culture, which flourished in the Ohio River valley as early as 1000
BCE, had attained the social organization required to construct large bur-
ial mounds. Between the tenth and fourteenth centuries CE, what is
known as the Mississippian culture established a sophisticated civiliza-
tion, marked by extensive trade routes, division of labor, and urban cen-
ters. The largest such center was Cahokia—located near modern
St. Louis—which at its peak had a population of about thirty thousand.
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But because the Spanish were few, some of the Africans and Indians wh(;
survived were able to gain freedom and become tradesmen, small land-
holders, and militiamen. Often they were of mixed race and identified
with their former masters rather than with the oppressed people beneath
them in society. African, Indian, and Spanish customs intermingled in
what became a multicultural colonial society. Its center was in the West
Indian islands of Cuba and Santo Domingo, Mexico, and northern South
America. On its northern periphery were lands that are now part of the
United States: Florida, Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, and California.
Africans came early to these borderlands. In 1526 Luis Vasquez de
Ayllon brought one hundred African slaves with him from Hispaniola
(modern Haiti and the Dominican Republic) in an attempt to establish a
Spanish colony near what is now Georgetown, South Carolina. A decade
later, slaves, who were either African or of African descent, accompanied
Hernando de Soto on a Spanish expedition from Florida to the
Mississippi River. In 1565 Africans helped construct the Spanish settle-
ment of St. Augustine in Florida, which is now the oldest city in the conti-
nental United States. In 1528 a Spanish expedition that departed Cuba to
search for gold in western Florida and the Gulf Coast included a slave of
African descent named Esteban. Following a shipwreck, Esteban reached
the coast of Texas. After a brief captivity among the local Indians, he and
other survivors made their way southward to Mexico City.
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Africans Arrive
in the Chesapeake

Africans in Jamestown

By the early months of 1619, there were thi

I'ty-two people of African
descent—fifteen men and se

venteen women—Iiving in the English
colony at Jamestown. Nothing is known concerning when they had
arrived or from where they had come. They were all “in the service of
sev[er]all planters.” The following August a Dutch warship, carrying sev-
enteen African men and three African women from Angola, moored at
Hampton Roads at the mouth of the James River. The Dutch warship,
with the help of an English ship, had attacked a Portuguese slaver, taken
most of its human cargo, and brought these twenty Angolans to
Jamestown. The Dutch captain traded them to local officials in return
for provisions.

The Angolans became servants to the Jamestown officials and to
favored planters. The colony’s inhabitants, for two reasons, regarded
the new arrivals and those black people who had been in Jamestown
earlier to be unfree, but not slaves. First, unlike the Portuguese and the
Spanish, the English had no law for slavery. Second, at least the
Angolans, who bore such names as Pedro, Isabella, Antor.le}./, a.nd
Angelo, had been converted by the Portuguese to Christianity.
According to English custom and morality in 1619, Chrlstlan.s could n(‘)t
be enslaved. So, once these individuals had worked off their purchas'e
price, they could regain their freedom. In 1623, An.tt?ney a‘}l(t)f;agili‘;
married. The next year they became parents of “;llg\?'rlrll" m s
master had baptized in the local Churcl? of Engliiln .Helwljs almO};L o
been the first black person born in English America.
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As the demand for labor to produce tobacco in the Chesapeake
expanded, indentured servitude came to include adults who sold their
freedom for two to seven years in return for the cost of their voyage 1o
North America. Instead of training in a profession, the servants could
improve their economic standing by remaining as free persons in
America after completing their period of servitude.

When Africans first arrived in Virginia and Maryland, they entered
into similar contracts, agreeing to work for their masters until the pro-
ceeds of their labor recouped the cost of their purchase. Such inden-
tured servitude could be harsh in the tobacco colonies because masters
sought to get as much labor as they could from their servants before the
indenture ended. Most indentured servants died from overwork or dis
ease before regaining their freedom. But those who
people as well as white people, could expect eventuall
masters and seek their fortunes as free persons.
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tween 1640 and 1700, the British Loh;u‘(‘(:-pmrlut‘iuo' colonies stretch-
from Delaw.are to northern Caroling underwent ;:so( ial ;111(1 dcmu—
phic revolution. An economy based primarily on the labor of white
B conomy based on the labor of black
glaves. In Virginia, for example, the slaye population in 1671 was less
than 5 percent of the colony’s total non-Indjan population. Whi;é
indentured servants (.)Utrlumbered black slaves by three to one. By 1700
however, slaves constituted at least 20 percent of Virginia’s p()plilati()nj
probably most agricultural laborers were now slaves.
Although historians still debate how this extraordinary change
occurred, several interrelated factors brought it about. Some of these fac-
tors are easily understood. Others are more complicated and profound,
because they involve basic assumptions about the American nation.
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