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The First Africans’ Arrival in Virginia:
The Recent Scholarship and New Explanations

Madoka Sato

Last year, 2019, was the 400" anniversary of the first enslaved Africans brought to the English
North American colony of Virginia. And I had a chance to visit historical places like Jamestown and
Point Comfort in Hampton, Virginia, which were historically related to the event, in late August at
about the same time of the year the first Africans arrived 400 years ago. There I could find
intriguing explanations about the first Africans’ arrival I had never known in museums and historic
sites where special commemorating exhibitions and events were being held. The explanation of
Japanese books on the topic are usually very short and as simple as only stating that the first
Africans, about 20 of all, were brought to Virginia by a “Dutch” ship in 1619. Whereas, those
explanations in museums and historic sites I encountered, based on the recent scholarship, were
much more informative. The outline of them are as follows below.

In late August of 1619, nearly 30 enslaved Africans were brought to Point Comfort in Virginia
by the English privateer ship White Lion carrying Dutch letters of marque from the Prince of
Orange. The ship sold those Africans to Virginia Company officials in return for supplies there. A
few days later, another English privateer ship, the Treasurer, carrying letters of marque from the
Duke of Savoy arrived and soon departed for Bermuda. But the ship also left 2 or 3 additional
Africans in Virginia. Those Africans were the first documented Africans in a mainland English
North American colony.

The enslaved Africans brought to Virginia in 1619 were probably captured from the Kingdom
of Ndongo in West Central Africa by Portuguese colonizers allied with local African mercenaries.
At Luanda, Angola, the Portuguese slave ship called Sdo Jodo Bautista (or San Juan Bautista in
Spanish) departed with 350 enslaved captives from Ndongo for Vera Cruz, Mexico in late May or
early June of 1619. Before the slave ship arrive its destination, it was attacked by the English
privateer ships White Lion and Treasurer in the Gulf of Mexico in late July or early August. The
English privateers stole around 60 of the human cargo from the slave ship and sailed for Virginia to
sell them.

In this paper, I examine how researchers could create these intriguing and detailed explanations
about the first Africans’ arrival above by reviewing available historical documents and recent
historical, genealogical, and demographical scholarship on the topic to share updated information

with other Japanese scholars.
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