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If you asked your students—or most adults for 
that matter—to identify where slavery thrived in 
the United States, they would probably not say 
New Jersey. However, enslaved labor was com-
mon in New Jersey from the establishment of 
the settlement in the 1660s and throughout the 
colonial era. New Jersey was the last Northern 
state to abolish slavery in 1804; and it was the 
32nd (of 36 states) to ratify the 13th Amendment 
in 1866, taking almost a full year to sanction the 
abolition of slavery and involuntary servitude.

In 1664, the British took control of the area that is 
New Jersey and divided it in half, giving control of 
the east side to Sir George Carteret and the west 
side to Lord John Berkley. In order to develop 
agriculture and business, a bounty of 60 or more 
acres of land was offered to any man for each  
enslaved person he brought to the colony. 
Slavery became vital to the New Jersey economy 
in the ensuing decades, and the population of 
enslaved people rose from under 4,000 in 1737  
to more than 12,000 in 1800.1 Slavery thrived,  
in particular, on the east side of New Jersey. The 
major port of entry for enslaved labor was Perth 
Amboy, and the greatest number of enslaved 
people lived in Bergen County, where they  
comprised almost 20 percent of the population  
at one time.2

On the west side of New Jersey, Quaker  
communities organized early against slavery,  
prohibiting the practice in their 1676 charter. 
Together with free Black people and other  
abolitionists, they pressured the state government 
to enact laws banning the slave trade, fining 
abusive enslavers, and financially supporting 
freed Black people. In 1786, New Jersey outlawed 
the importation of enslaved people, and in 1804 
they passed “An Act for the Gradual Abolition of 
Slavery,” requiring that females born to enslaved 
parents after July 4, 1804, be emancipated at 
age 21 and males at age 25. During this era, New 
Jersey was also an important part of the eastern 
corridor for the Underground Railroad, linking 
slave states in the upper South with New York 
and points north. From Somers Point to Camden 
to Trenton, “station masters,” “agents” and  
“conductors” provided shelter and transit to tens 
of thousands of freedom seekers. William Still,  
a New Jersey-born Black abolitionist and “Father 
of the Underground Railroad,” helped as many  
as 800 enslaved people escape to freedom3  
and collaborated with Harriet Tubman and  
John Brown’s associates after the raid on  
Harpers Ferry.
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How did the people of New Jersey 
both profit from and resist chattel 
slavery?
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Despite New Jersey’s critical role in the  
Underground Railroad and abolition, the state 
was slow to phase out slavery. In 1830, there 
were more than 2,300 enslaved people in New 
Jersey.4 “An Act to Abolish Slavery” theoretically 
banned the practice in 1846, but in actuality it 
just reclassified enslaved people as “apprentices 
for life.” Though more than 88,000 white soldiers 
from New Jersey fought for freedom in the Civil 
War,5 recent research indicates that as many 
as 400 people remained enslaved in the state 
until the end of the war.6 As the U.S. entered the 

Reconstruction era, New Jersey became the last 
Northern state to ratify the 13th Amendment  
(barring slavery), and only ratified the 15th 
Amendment (granting Black men the right to 
vote) in 1871, after initially rejecting it a year  
earlier. New Jersey initially ratified the 14th 
Amendment (addressing citizenship rights and 
equal protection) in 1866, but then rescinded 
its ratification in 1868. Though the U.S. officially 
adopted the amendment later that year, the  
state of New Jersey did not get around to formally 
approving it until April 23, 2003.
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