
Boston University

OpenBU http://open.bu.edu

BU Open Access Articles BU Open Access Articles

2019

In search of the 1619 African arrivals

Linda Heywood and John Thornton. 2019. "In search of the 1619 African Arrivals." Virginia

Magazine of History and Biography, Volume 127, Issue 3, pp. 200 - 211.

https://hdl.handle.net/2144/40608

"Downloaded from OpenBU. Boston University's institutional repository."



 

In Search of the 1619 African Arrivals: 

Enslavement and Middle Passage 

Linda Heywood, Boston University 

John Thornton, Boston University 

 

The first Angolans who were sold to Englishmen in Jamestown did not reach these lands 

because local officials were involved in a regular slave trade from West and West Central Africa 

to the Americas as the Portuguese and Spanish. Indeed, England did not engage in the slave trade 

in 1619, even though they traded with Africans for other commodities.  Had it not been for 

warfare in Europe during the period, it might have been many more years before they entered the 

trade.  As we are now quite sure, the “twenty and odd Negroes” who came to Point Comfort in 

1619 were captured on the high seas from a Portuguese vessel making its way from Luanda, 

Angola to Vera Cruz in Mexico.1  As far as current research knows, all the Africans carried to 

Virginia, and all the other colonies of the northern Europeans (French, Dutch, English, Swedish, 

Danish, Latvian or Prussian) were similarly captured on the high seas from Portuguese ships 

coming from Angola and delivering slaves to the Spanish Americas or Brazil. 

Before the wars of the late sixteenth century, and the Thirty Years’ War that began in 

1618, merchants from northern Europe were generally happy to acquire the tropical products of 

the Spanish Empire, Africa or Brazil from Spanish and Portuguese suppliers at various Iberian 

ports.  However, in the press of warfare, various northern European countries increased their 

naval capacity by enticing private merchants to militarize their ships, or to engage the form of 

legal piracy called “privateering” and seize shipping of any sort from the Spanish and 
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Portuguese.  The first slaves carried on English ships were taken in that way, as were others that 

found their way across the ocean (primarily smuggled into Spanish held ports) before the Treaty 

of London was signed in 1604. 

John Hawkins, who is often credited with starting the English slave trade began his career 

smuggling to the Canary Islands, where he was told that the Spanish colony in Hispaniola was in 

need of slaves.2  Further inquiries led him to the coast of Sierra Leone, where in 1562, he 

initially landed armed men and assisted a local army in a siege taking the prisoners as slaves.  He 

then crossed the Atlantic and sold them in Hispaniola, where Spanish policies on the slave trade 

had made it nearly impossible for the Spanish residents to obtain any slaves.  This voyage was so 

successful that he undertook three more between then and 1568.  In the later voyages he raided 

Portuguese slave ships as they left Sierra Leone, thus sparing his men the problems of attacking 

the African mainland directly.3  In another case, Christopher Newport, captain of the Golden 

Dragon captured a “Portugall ship of 300 tuns of Lisbone” which “came from Guinie” near 

Dominica in the West Indies, “wherein were 300. Negroes young and olde” and sold them in 

Puerto Rico.  Still lacking any English settlement, such captures were sold to Spanish buyers.4 

It might seem surprising that the English, who had been visiting the African coast since the 

sixteenth century, were not involved in the slave trade.  Ports that they visited, such as in Sierra 

Leone, sold slaves to Portuguese buyers and had for a long time.  But Hawkins and those 

Englishmen who followed, while they traded in gold on the Gold Coast, and elsewhere, did not 

buy slaves.  Hawkins’ attacks, in fact, were an anomaly not repeated by anyone else. 

While this privateering was going on, the merchant-pirates who managed the voyages 

looked for places in which to establish bases to store supplies and arms and assist ships on their 

voyages.  To this end, they looked for areas that were not colonized by the Spanish or near 
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Spanish bases.  These included Guiana, Trinidad, and North America.  The Caribbean region was 

dangerous, in 1909 the Spanish captured and hung (as pirates) 30 smugglers they found on 

Trinidad.5  North America was safer, and it was there that Sir Walter Raleigh, tried to make a 

colony in 1585.  Francis Drake, fresh from a plundering expedition at Cartagena that same year, 

sought to leave them some of the 200 slaves he had taken, although it is not clear whether they 

were brought there or not.6  

The idea of building a colony in the Americas, and providing it with slaves captured from 

the Spanish or Portuguese, would bear fruit later.  English colonization in the Americas 

continued even after the Treaty of London was signed, officially ending privateering in 1604.  

Various colonial projects, with commercial objectives in mind, were started during the truce in 

Maine, the West Indies, Guiana and of course, at Jamestown, founded in 1607.  With the 

captured slave option not available, the original colonists relied on indentured servants from 

England. 

When the Thirty Years War broke out in 1618, the English, although not formally 

involved in the war, subsidized Protestant forces against the Catholics, and unofficially renewed 

the naval war against Spain.  Soon, English privateers joined with Dutch counterparts in 

attacking Spanish and Portuguese vessels.  The Somers Island project, linked commercially and 

institutionally with Virginia was in the forefront of privateering.  Somers Island subsequently 

broke form the Virginia Company and was renamed Bermuda.  Already in 1614, the Spanish 

were complaining that English pirates from Bermuda had raided their coastline.7  In 1615, a 

privateer brought the first known African to Bermuda, taken from South America, and in 1616, 

English ships captured a slave ship of the coast of Honduras.8 
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It was in this context that two English privateers set out in 1619 to attack Spanish 

shipping.  Because of the formal truce between Britain and Spain, they did not get their letters of 

Marque (license to capture enemy shipping) from England.  One privateer, John Jope, captain of 

the White Lion got his from the Dutch Prince William of Orange, the other Daniel Elfrith, captain 

of the Treasurer, got his from the Duke of Savoy (in northern Italy). 

They might have taken any ship that flew the Spanish flag (or Portuguese as the two 

countries were united at that time under the Spanish king), but they captured a Portuguese slave 

ship, the São Bautista captained by Manuel Mendes da Cunha.  Departing the port of Luanda in 

Angola and was on its way to Vera Cruz in Mexico, the ship transported 350 slaves in its initial 

cargo.  The São Bautista had a difficult voyage with a mortality so high that it had to stop in 

Jamaica and discharge some of its cargo before continuing.  But the two English privateers got to 

the vessel before it reached its destination in Vera Cruz, waylaying it off Campeche in the 

Yucatan.  They could not take all the slaves off the ship, and so they split the cargo and took 

around 30 of the captives each (most likely the healthiest), then headed north for Virginia.9 

It was no surprise that the ship was coming in from Angola, for at that moment, Angola 

supplied the overwhelming majority of all slaves arriving in the Spanish Indies.  Since the 

fifteenth century, Portugal had a monopoly on the slave trade from Africa.  They supplied the 

earliest slaves that the Spanish used in their first sugar mills in the Caribbean and later in Mexico 

and Peru.  In 1595, the king of Spain formalized this arrangement by granting them the Asiento, 

the formal right to a monopoly in slave trade to all his possessions.  António Fernandes d’Elvas 

won the Asiento in 1615, and he then obtained the contract for the Angolan trade, so that all 

slaves legally shipped to the Spanish colonies would come from Angola.10 
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The Portuguese colony of Angola, established in 1575, was based on a charter from the 

king of Portugal given to Paulo Dias de Novais, grandson Bartolomeu Dias, the famous explorer.  

The terms of the charter were to conquer and subjugate the “Kingdom of Angola” or more 

properly the Kingdom of Ndongo.11  The population of the kingdom as a whole was relatively 

small, living in scattered villages of about 100 to 200 people.  But the kings of Ndongo (whose 

title of Ngola gave the Portuguese their idea of its name) made use of warfare to concentrate 

population in some locations, especially around its capital at Kabasa.  As many as 60,000 people 

lived in the twin towns of Kabasa and Ngoleme, located a few miles apart in a thickly settled 

capital district.12  In addition to concentrating people directly by warfare, they also demanded 

about a dozen slaves each year from its several hundred local political leaders, called sobas. 

The people who were captured in war were enslaved and called mubika (plural abika) a 

word that derives from a term that means subordinate or under someone’s rule, and could be 

sold.  The Portuguese had been buying slaves from Ndongo since the 1520s at least, and received 

them from people of this category.  But those who were not sold became kijiko (plural ijiko), 

subordinate people who had rights, like those of serfs in Europe, who could not be sold.  

Powerful and rich people often had substantial numbers of ijiko in their service, and the kings 

had estates with ijiko on them scattered throughout their domains.13 

The majority of the people were free commoners, called ana a murinda (singular mona a 

murinda), meaning children of the murinda, a basic territorial group of villages. Peasants like 

villagers or the servile groups grew a number of crops and had just come to adopt American 

crops like corn (maize) and tobacco.  Most of this work was done by women, men raised cattle 

(which were numerous in the highland areas) hunted, fished and did construction work.  Men 
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also did manufacturing like producing textiles, made from tree bark and tough savanna grasses.  

Smiths in Ndongo smelted iron and made high grade steel tools and weapons. 

The people of Ndongo practiced their own variant of Central African religion.  It was 

anchored on the belief that people possessed immortal souls (zumbi) which continued to exist 

after they died.  Typically these souls remained around the places where they were buried and 

helped and sometimes punished their descendants, though some believed the dead were 

reincarnated eventually in the living.  Graves were often places were descendants asked their 

dead ancestors to help them or to atone for their sins.  In addition to this personal religion, there 

were higher level spirits, called kilundu (plural ilundu) which some people believed were very 

ancient ancestors and others thought eternally existing (there was not a dogmatic position 

enforced on people’s beliefs).  The ilundu were responsible for protecting larger areas, and could 

control rain or other natural forces.14 [citation???] 

People in Angola were also in contact with Christianity.  The religion had come to central 

Africa over a century earlier to Ndongo’s northern neighbor the Kingdom of Kongo, whose king 

was baptized in 1491.  He and his successors had created a vibrant local church, established 

teachers in all parts of the country and interpreted Christianity in their own way.  As early as 

1526, Kongo had sent missionaries to Ndongo, and this process continued during the subsequent 

years, albeit intermittently.  Kings of Ndongo requested missionaries come to visit them from 

Portugal as early as 1520, but the first missionaries, Jesuits from Portugal only came in 1560.  A 

few Jesuits worked in Ndongo, but made very little progress, for the kings were not as interested 

in this religious idea as those of Kongo had been earlier.15 [citation??] 

When Dias de Novais came to Angola in 1575, he brought more Jesuits with him in 

addition to picking up some teachers from the Luanda area which was part of Kongo’s territory.  



7 
 

As Portugal waged war on Ndongo, they demanded that their allies become Christian and allow 

Jesuits to teach their subjects.  In addition, a good many Kongos supported Dias de Novais, and 

served as soldiers and as porters for Portuguese.16 [citation??] 

Ndongo’s core and the bulk of its population lived in the highlands, some 140 miles from 

the coast, and it was accessible through the Kwanza River.  Using his naval capacity, and making 

strategic alliances with Ndongo’s opponents or local provincial rulers, Dias de Novais had fought 

his way inland.  Ndongo’s armies were composed of peasants, who were eligible for military 

service, either as porters to carry supplies and munitions, or as archers who were expected to 

release arrows; but the bulk of fighting fell to specially trained soldiers who fought hand to hand 

with swords and battle axes.  During the inland push and battles waged against Ndongo’s armies, 

Dias de Novais captured thousands of slaves, which he exported to Brazil or the Spanish Indies.  

While he died before he finalized the initial conquest, the Portuguese army was crushingly 

defeated by Ndongo in 1590.  The setback was severe enough that for a while the Portuguese 

crown, concerned about the costs of war, proposed that the Portuguese simply buy slaves and 

remain at peace.17 [citation???] 

However, it was hard for governors to gain the sort of profits they expected by buying 

slaves, and many resorted to wars to capture slaves directly.  This was definitely the ambition of 

Luis Mendes de Vasconcellos, who became the governor in 1617.  He had advanced the idea that 

war was the only way “the trade in slaves, which is so important to Your Majesty’s treasury, 

could scarcely be maintained, because in order for the trade to be satisfactory it is necessary to 

have an army in the field.”18 

Governor de Vasconcellos recognized that Portugal and its allies were not enough to win 

a war against a powerful kingdom like Ndongo on its own ground, but he had a plan.  Two 
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decades earlier, in the central highlands region to the south of Ndongo, a new military group 

emerged.  Called the Imbangala, they were professional warriors who were feared for their 

violent ruthlessness and cannibalism.  The Portuguese crown had refused to allow earlier 

governors to use them as soldiers, though they did buy slaves that the Imbangala captured in 

their devastating campaigns.  But Mendes de Vasconcellos, after initially saying he would not 

use them, did.  He brought three battalions of Imbangala from across the Kwanza River and 

joined his forces to theirs in an assault on Ndongo’s heartland in three consecutive campaigns in 

1618, 1619 and 1620.19 [citation??] 

In addition to augmenting his forces with the Imbangala, de Vasconcellos also contacted 

a dissident Ndongo nobles, named Mubanga, and a rival royal family led by Hari a Kiluanji, who 

were prepared to allow the Portuguese to use their lands and soldiers to assist in the war.  The 

armies overwhelmed the Ndongo army and smashed into Kabasa, the densely settled capital.  

Thanks to the military success, he was able to export 50,000 people in the course of those three 

years.20 

Ndongo’s king Ngola Mbandi, fled the city and took refuge on an island in the Kwanza 

River.  Over 100 sobas, once subject to Ndongo, had to swear vassalage to Portugal and agree to 

pay tribute in slaves.  The bishop of Angola, outraged by this result, complained that 4,000 

baptized Christians were among the captives of the campaign.21 

The captives from the war had to walk down the steep edge of the central plateau, to the 

Kwanza River, where they were loaded onto boats and taken down to Luanda. While traveling, 

they were put together in twos by a forked stick, called libambo, that latched on to their necks. In 

the city they were housed in pens and enclosed yards until ships arrived, when they were rowed 

over to the long island that ran parallel to the coast near Luanda, where the government had set 
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up custom posts to tax and count them.  Catholic priests and African catechists gave them 

religious instruction and those who were not baptized already were perfunctorily baptized.22 

They probably remained a few weeks in Luanda, but ships came often, given that the trade was 

so brisk and so they were not there for long.  They would have been placed on board the São 

João Batista from the island after the final details of taxation and loading were finished, 

primarily manioc flour to make gruel and water.  The ship was crowded, shelving had been 

placed in the hold, and the space was so crowded they were placed head to foot, a priest who 

took a voyage on a slave ship in 1634 described them as being “like sardines in a bottle.”  Each 

person was given a mat made of local textile which they would wear during the day and sleep on 

at night.  The cloth was cheaply made and on long voyages, such as the voyage to Vera Cruz, 

wore out so that at some point many were naked.23 

Such a packed ship traveling in tropical waters would have become unbearably hot, 

probably well in access of 100 degrees.  There were not completely adequate facilities to deal 

with the human waste generated by the large group of people, especially as security concerns 

required the managers of the ship to keep people below decks for as long as possible.  The 

condition of heat and the incredible smell would often cause those who went below decks for 

even brief spells to be overwhelmed. 

The slaves were only fed once a day, with manioc gruel (musa in Kimbundu), or corn and 

beans, cooked in palm oil along with some salted sardines and a cup of water.  As the voyage 

progressed, any who were too sick to eat would be beaten with ropes to force them to eat.  Soon 

they started to die, perhaps from dehydration, or from the dehydrating effects of seasickness, as 

no one had ever been at sea.  In all 120 people died on the voyage, about a third of the total, 

which was a fairly normal mortality rate at the time, especially as it was a long voyage.  When 
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people died, they were unceremoniously thrown into the sea, probably two, three or more every 

day. 

The survival capacity of the Angolans would ensure their place in history. Although in 

the late summer of 1619 when they arrived they were known only as the “twenty and odd 

negars” who were sold to Jamestown’s officials, their 400 year legacy lives on in the real lives 

and created memories of all Virginians and Americans.  
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