Life and Labor in the Chesapeake
The Annotated Khan Course · Track B
U.S. History · Period 2 (1607–1754) · Step 9 of 18 · about 7½ minutes

How to Read This
This is a companion, not a replacement. Watch the actual video on Khan Academy, keep this page open beside it, and pause at each timecode to read the note. Nothing here is graded.
What This Video Does
Tobacco needs hands. Khan walks through the planter’s choices — buy an enslaved African for hundreds of pounds, or import an English indentured servant for fifteen — and shows how the headright system built giant plantations and a lopsided society from the very start.
In the Margins
~1:30  ·  1619, restated.  Africans were among the very first non-Native people in English America, shaping the colonies “pretty much from the very start.” Whenever someone tells the American story as white settlement with slavery arriving later, this video is the correction: Black history here is exactly as old as English history here.
~3:00  ·  The planter’s arithmetic — read it cold.  Khan makes you think like a planter: an enslaved person costs hundreds of pounds and may die of swamp fever within the year; a servant costs fifteen. He names it “a pretty cruel and terrible form of economics” — human lives weighed purely as depreciating investments. Don’t look away from the bookkeeping; the bookkeeping is the horror.
~4:00  ·  The indenture: a gamble with your years.  Passage paid in exchange for three to seven years of labor, with land and tools promised at the end. For a younger son with nothing — remember enclosure — it was a rational bet. The fine print was the mosquito: most early servants died before collecting. The planters, Khan notes, profited either way.
~5:45  ·  The headright system: fifty acres per head.  Every person a planter imported earned him fifty more acres — “of course, this is just Native Americans’ land that they’re appropriating,” Khan adds, almost in passing. Don’t let it pass. The system paid land for bodies: import more people, take more land. Human importation and Native dispossession, fused into a single incentive.
~6:45  ·  The pyramid, already poured.  A few great planters; a mass of servants; a thin band of freed small farmers; a handful of enslaved Africans. Within one generation, Virginia is among the most unequal places in the English world. Hold this shape — the next video shows it exploding.

After You Watch — Questions to Sit With
1. The planter’s choice between a slave and a servant was pure cost-benefit, with death as a line item. What happens to people when accounting replaces ethics?
1. Headrights paid land for importing people. Design’s consequences: what behavior did this system reward, and what did it make inevitable?
1. Indentured servitude was a rational bet for England’s displaced poor. Whose desperation makes “voluntary” contracts less than free — then, and now?
An Invitation to Write
Fifty acres a head.  Take the headright system apart: who gains, who pays, whose land it actually was. Then argue whether a system can be called legal theft — and what that phrase would mean.
Where This Connects
1. Back to Track A:  Movement One’s land/labor threads, here braided into one law; enclosure’s displaced poor become the imported “heads.”
1. Next:  Bacon’s Rebellion — the explosion, and the terrible solution the planters chose.
↩  Return to the Hub
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