
Apprenticeship and Indentured Servitude Agreements  

by Bryan L. Mulcahy, Reference Librarian, 

Fort Myers-Lee County Library 

 

Apprenticeship agreements, also referred to as indentured servitude contracts, were common in 

the British Isles and later in Colonial America.  An apprenticeship is defined as a service or 

condition in which a person is gaining instruction in a trade or art, under legal agreement. 

Historically, an apprentice served for a specified period of time varying from 7-10 years.  While 

most apprentices began as children, some as young as ten years of age,  circumstances such as 

helping pay for passage to the New World resulted in some adults in their 20s  entering into these 

agreements as well.  Apprentices often came from the economically poor levels of English and 

European society.  Many were orphans who were bound out by a county court until the age of 18 

for men and 21 for women.   

 

The system of apprenticeship first developed in the late Middle Ages and was supervised by craft 

guilds and town governments. A master craftsman was entitled to employ young people as an 

inexpensive form of labor in exchange for providing food, lodging and formal training in the 

craft. While most apprentices were males, researchers may encounter female apprentices in fields 

such as seamstress, tailor, cordwainer, baker and stationer.  In England, the Statute of 

Apprentices in 1563 made it illegal for anyone to enter a trade if they had not first served an 

apprenticeship.  

 

Depending on the time period, place, and jurisdiction, these agreements may be labeled   

apprenticeship agreements or indentured servitude contracts.  Some apprenticeships were 

privately arranged and there is no documentation, but many indentures were officially recorded 

in court records. Indentures were legal agreements and could be recorded even if the child served 

an apprenticeship under the father or a close family member. Information found in apprentice 

and indentured servitude agreements may include: 

       1. Apprentice’s name 

       2. Name of craftsman or business entity responsible for agreement (might be   

            individual craftsman, court appointed or private attorney dealing with  

            indentured contacts, person, business entity, church parish or charity) 

       3. Names of parents or guardians (sometimes place of residence if known) 

       4. Name of wife and any children (if applicable) 

       5. Length of indenture term 

       6. Trade to be learned 

       7. Whether the apprentice was literate and/or allowed to attend school  

 



If your ancestor engaged in a trade, you will want to look for indenture records in the appropriate 

locality. Often they are with the deeds, but may be found in probate or orphans' court records, 

with guardianships. You may find them in books labeled "Minute Books". In some New England 

towns, they may be in the town records.  Not all apprenticeships ran smoothly.  Runaways were 

not uncommon and advertisements in local newspapers often named and described the absent 

apprentice.  Not all indenture records are for true apprenticeships. Some record an agreement 

whereby a child, usually of a poor family, was "bound out" either to earn an income for the 

family, or to provide for the child if the family could not or if the child was orphaned.  
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