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US Acquires Danish West Indies 
This Day in History…  August 4, 1916

Nearly 50 years after the first negotiations took place, the 
United States purchased the Danish West Indies from Denmark on 
August 4, 1916. The territory was renamed the US Virgin Islands.

The Virgin Islands are part of the Lesser Antilles island chain 
and the Leeward Islands group in the Caribbean Sea, located just 
east of Puerto Rico. They include more than 50 islands, but the 
largest are St. Thomas, St. John Island, and St. Croix.

The Ciboney, a Stone Age tribe, inhabited most of the 
Caribbean, including the Virgin Islands. Over time, they were 
driven out by the Arawak, who were in turn displaced by the 
Caribs in the 15th century. 

Christopher Columbus was the first recorded European to visit the Virgin Islands in 
1493, after he was blown off course during his second voyage of exploration. He landed on 
St. Croix, but decided not to stay. Columbus kidnapped six Arawak natives to act as guides. 
The numerous small islands and reefs reminded him of St. Ursula and her 11,000 Virgins – a 
legend based on a 4th- or 5th-century martyr. Columbus named the area the Virgin Islands.

As trade and shipping increased in the region, other European 
countries became interested in the Virgin Islands. Denmark 
showed interest in St. Thomas, in part because of its deep harbor, 
and settled St. Thomas and St. John without much resistance.

In contrast, St. Croix had a broader European influence. 
It was originally settled by English and Dutch colonists, with 
some French living there. The British and Dutch lived together 
peacefully, until a personal disagreement resulted in the Dutch 
governor killing the British governor in 1645. Soldiers from the 
British settlement then retaliated in an attack that left the Dutch 
governor dead. The British continued their aggression against 

the Dutch until St. Croix came fully under British control in 1650.
The Spanish settlements on nearby Puerto Rico were concerned with 

the British expansion. Spanish soldiers from those settlements launched a 
surprise raid in 1650, driving the British out of St. Croix. The French, in 
turn, came back and drove the Spanish off and took control of the island – all 
in the same year. In 1660, the Knights of Malta assumed control, trying to 
establish a West Indies base of power. However, they fared poorly at running 
plantations, and sold the island back to France. Finally, in 1733, France sold 
the island to the Danish West Indies Company.

Sugar cane became the prime crop in the Virgin 
Islands, as conditions for growing it were nearly 
perfect. The profits from this industry led to an 
increased demand for labor. By 1672, Denmark was importing enslaved 
Africans to work on the plantations. A slave-trading outpost was 
established in 1685, and the population of enslaved Africans soon 
greatly outnumbered the Europeans. Slaves on St. John led a successful 
revolt in 1733, and took control of the island for six months before 

Issued five years after all residents 
of the territory were granted US 
citizenship, this stamp pictures the 
city of Charlotte Amalie.

This Flags of Our Nation stamp pictures 
the Virgin Islands flag with a leaping 
sailfish and fishing boat.

Stamp picturing 
King Christian IX, 
Denmark’s monarch 
from 1863-1906.

Stamp picturing St. Thomas’s 
harbor.
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Denmark was able to get it back – with the assistance of French forces.

Slaves revolted again in 1848, this time on St. Croix. In response to the 
many revolts, the Danish governor at the time, Peter von Scholten, freed all 
slaves in the Danish West Indies. However, the king of Denmark was not 
pleased, and von Scholten was imprisoned. Restrictive laws were put into 
place to limit the freed slaves, and unhappiness grew. Both laborers and 
owners started to abandon the sugar plantations that had been the foundation 
of commerce. The soil wasn’t able to sustain the heavy farming that had 
been going on, and with the labor force depleted, the economy of the islands 
started to collapse.

In 1867, the United States wanted to purchase St. Thomas and St. John. 
Secretary of State William Seward successfully negotiated the treaty with 
the Danish parliament, agreeing on a price of $7.5 million. But the Senate 
rejected the treaty because Seward had previously supported President 
Andrew Johnson during his impeachment trial.

A second attempt came in 1900, spearheaded by John Hay. This treaty 
was rejected by the Danish because it didn’t grant residents US citizenship. 
Finally, during World War I, American concerns grew that Germany would 
try to take over the Danish territories in the region. Denmark was badly in 
need of money due to the war, and sold all three islands to the US for $25 
million. The treaty was signed on August 4, 1916. The islands were officially 

turned over to the US on March 31, 1917. The name was changed from the Danish West Indies 
to the US Virgin Islands. The Danish West Indies postage stamps in use at the time were then 
removed from sale and replaced with stamps of the United States.

As a new American possession, the US Virgin Islands were an 
unorganized, unincorporated territory run by a governor appointed by the 
US president. Islanders were promised citizenship if they wished it (or could 
remain Danish citizens); this was accomplished in 1927 for most residents, 
and completed in 1932.

The war, coupled with the Great Depression a decade later, made life 
difficult on the islands and government assistance was scarce. But soon, 
industrialization started replacing the failed sugar farms. In turn, their land 
was allowed to recover and rum distillation again became a thriving business.

The port town of Charlotte Amalie has long been 
an important shipping center. Pirates found safe haven in its harbor. As 
piracy dwindled, attention focused on trade. Very little of St. Thomas’s 
economy was based on farming, while St. Croix remained almost 
completely plantation-dominated. Later, as travel to Cuba became 
restricted due to US sanctions, the US Virgin Islands saw a major boost 
in visitors. Tourism now makes up 80% of the territory’s economy, and 
Charlotte Amalie is one of the most popular cruise ship destinations in 
the West Indies.

In 1970, Melvin Evans won the first local election for governor, 
after also being the last presidential appointee. While the people of the 
Virgin Islands are US citizens, they are not eligible to vote in presidential 
elections, but can vote in the party primaries. The islands also have an 
at-large non-voting US representative in Congress.

Stamp picturing 
King Frederik VIII, 
Denmark’s monarch 
from 1906-12.

Stamp picturing 
King Christian X, 
Denmark’s monarch 
from 1912-47.

The first Danish West 
Indies Postage Due 
stamp, issued in 1902.

1965 Danish West Indies 
Documentary Tax Revenue 
Stamp
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