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Text: Arrival of Africans to Virginia Colony, 1619 

It’s not clear if the Africans are considered slaves or indentured servants. (An indentured 
servant would be required to work a set amount of time, then granted freedom.) Records 
of 1623 and 1624 list them as servants, and indeed later records show increasing numbers 
of free blacks, some of whom were assigned land. On the other hand, records from 
gatherings do not indicate the marital status of the Africans (Mr., Miss, etc.) and, unlike 
white servants, no year is associated with the names—information vital in determining the 
end of a servant’s term of bondage. Most likely some Africans were slaves and some were 
servants. At any rate, the status of people in bondage was very confusing, even to those 
who were living at the time.  
 
Whatever the status of these first Africans to arrive at Jamestown, it is clear that by 1640, 
at least one African had been declared a slave. This African was ordered by the court  
“to serve his said master or his assigns for the time of his natural life here or elsewhere.”  
 
The grounds for this harsh sentence presumabley lay in the fact that he was non-Christian 
rather than in the fact that he was physically dark. But religious beliefs could change, while 
skin color could not. Within a generation race, not religion, was being made the defining 
characteristic of enslaved Virginians. 
  
The terrible transformation to racial slavery was underway. 

From AFRICANS IN AMERICA  
(http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part1/1p263.html) © 1998, 1999 WGBH Educational Foundation

Questions:
What does this text reveal about the first Africans to be brought to North America?

What questions do you have?
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Timeline of 17th-century Servitude 
Among Blacks in Virginia

1619 Arrival of “20 and odd” Africans in late August 1619, not aboard a Dutch ship as reported by John Rolfe, 
but an English warship, White Lion, sailing with a letters of marque issued to the English Captain Jope by 
the Protestant Dutch Prince Maurice, son of William of Orange. A letters of marque legally permitted the 
White Lion to sail as a privateer attacking any Spanish or Portuguese ships it encountered. The 20 and odd 
Africans were captives removed from the Portuguese slave ship, San Juan Bautista, following an encounter 
the ship had with the White Lion and her consort, the Treasurer, another English ship, while attempting to 
deliver its African prisoners to Mexico. Rolfe’s reporting the White Lion as a Dutch warship was a clever 
ruse to transfer blame away from the English for piracy of the slave ship to the Dutch.

1630’s Indication by surviving wills, inventories, deeds, and other documents that in some instances it was 
considered “customary practice to hold some Negroes in a form of life service.” It should be noted that  
by examining these documents it was also found that some blacks were able to hold on to their status  
of being indentured servants, thus eventually gaining their freedom.

1639 “All persons except Negroes are to be with Arms and Ammunition.”

1640 John Punch, a runaway indentured Servant, is the first documented slave for life.

1662 Slavery was recognized in the statutory law of the colony. 

Legislation was passed defining the status of mulatto children. Children would be considered the same status 
as the mother. If the child was born to a slave mother, the child would be considered a slave.

1667 Baptism does not bring freedom. Until the General Assembly outlawed it, baptism could be the grounds for 
a black slave to obtain his/her freedom. It was considered for a period of time that it was not proper for a 
Christian to enslave a fellow Christian.

1670 Blacks or Indians could no longer own white indentured servants.

1680 An act was passed preventing insurrections among slaves.

Blacks could not congregate in large numbers for supposed funerals or feasts.  
Blacks must also obtain written authorization to leave a plantation at any given time. They could not remain 
at another plantation longer than four hours.

1691 First act prohibiting intermarriage. 

No Negro or Mulatto may be set free by any person unless he pays for the transportation out of the  
colony within six months or forfeit ten pounds of sterling so that the church wardens might have the  
Negro transported.

1692 Negroes must give up ownership of horses, cattle, or hogs. 

Separate courts are established for the trial of slaves charged with a capital crime, thus depriving them of 
the right of a trial by jury.

1700’s Slaves composed half of Virginia’s unfree labor force.

1705 Slave laws were codified.

African Americans at Jamestown 
National Park Service
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