Description of the practice of indentured servitude by Gottlieb Mittelberger

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 on 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 15
years, 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.

When people arrive who cannot make themselves free, but have children under 5 years, the parents cannot free
themselves by them; for such children must be given to somebody without compensation to be brought up, and
they must serve for their bringing up till they are 21 years old. Children from 5 to 10 years, who pay half price
for their passage, viz. 30 florins, must likewise serve for it till they are 21 years of age; they cannot, therefore,
redeem their parents by taking the debt of the latter upon themselves, But children above 10 years can take part
of their parent’s debt upon themselves.

A woman must stand for her husband if he arrives sick, and in like manner a man for his sick wife, and take the
debt upon herself or himself, and thus serve 5 to 6 years not alone for his or her own debt, but also for that of
the sick husband or wife. But if both are sick, such persons are sent from the ship to the sick-house [hospital],
but not until it appears probable that they will find no purchasers. As soon as they are well again they must
serve for their passage, or pay if they have means.

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 at 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 to 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 to 6 pounds. But many a one who has thus purchased and paid for his bride, has
subsequently repented his bargain, so that he would gladly have returned his exorbitantly dear ware, and lost the
money besides.



If some one in this country runs away from his master, who has treated him harshly, he cannot get far. Good
provision has been made for such cases, so that a runaway is soon recovered. He who detains or returns a
deserter receives a good reward.

If such a runaway has been away from his master one day, he must serve for it as a punishment a week, for a
week a month, and for a month half a year. But if the master will not keep the runaway after he has got him
back, he may sell him for so many years as he would have to serve him yet.

Work and labor in this new and wild land are very hard and manifold, and many a one who came there in his
old age must work very hard to his end for his bread. I will not speak of young people. Work mostly consists in
cutting wood, felling oak-trees, rooting out, or as they say there, clearing large tracts of forest. Such forests,
being cleared, are then laid out for fields and meadows. From the best hewn wood, fences are made around the
new fields; for there all meadows, orchards and fruit-fields, are surrounded and fenced in with planks made of
thickly-split wood, laid one above the other, as in zigzag lines, and within such enclosures, horses, cattle, and
sheep, are permitted to graze. Our Europeans, who are purchased, must always work hard, for new fields are
constantly laid out; and so they learn that stumps of oak-trees are in America certainly as hard as in Germany.
In this hot land they fully experience in their own persons what God has imposed on man for his sin and
disobedience; for in Genesis we read the words: In the sweat of thy brow shalt thou eat bread. Who therefore
wishes to earn his bread in a Christian and honest way, and cannot earn it in his fatherland otherwise than by the
work of his hands, let him do so in his own country, and not in America; for he will not fare better in America.
However hard he may be compelled to work in his fatherland, he will surely find it quite as hard, if not harder,
in the new country. Besides, there is not only the long and arduous journey lasting half a year, during which he
has to suffer, more than with the hardest work; he has also spent about 200 florins which no one will refund to
him. If he has so much moneys, it will slip out of his hands; if he has it not, he must work his debt off as a slave
and poor serf. Therefore let every one stay in his own country and support himself and his family honestly.
Besides I say that those who suffer themselves to be persuaded and enticed away by the man-thieves, are very
foolish if they believe that roasted pigeons will fly into their mouths in America or Pennsylvania without their
working for them.

How miserably and wretchedly so many thousand German families have fared, 1) since they lost all their cash
means in consequence of the long and tedious journey; 2) because many of them died miserably and were
thrown into the water; 3) because, on account of their great poverty, most of these families after reaching the
land are separated from each other and sold far away from each other, the young and the old. And the saddest of
all this is that parents must generally give away their minor children without receiving a compensation for them;
inasmuch as such children never see or meet their fathers, mothers, brothers or sisters again, and as many of
them are not raised in any Christian faith by the people to whom they are given.





