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I. A Kingdom Already Built

When Portuguese ships reached the mouth of the Congo River in 1483, they did not discover a people. They
arrived at the doorstep of a kingdom that had governed itself for roughly a century already, ruled by a dynasty
tracing to Lukeni lua Nimi around 1390, its territory stretching some 1,600 miles across what is now Angola,
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and the Republic of the Congo. This was not first contact between a
European power and an undiscovered land. It was first contact between two functioning states — and for a
period, both sides treated it that way.

Il. Brothers, By Their Own Words

Kongolese nobles sailed to Lisbon in 1483 to learn Portuguese and study Catholicism, returning two years later
with Portuguese missionaries of their own choosing. King Nzinga a Nkuwu was baptized in 1491, taking the
name Jodo I — a calculated diplomatic maneuver, not a conquest. Kongo sent its own ambassadors to Lisbon
and to Rome. In 1491, a Milanese ambassador stationed in the Portuguese court compared Kongo's capital,
Mbanza Kongo, favorably to Evora, one of Portugal's own royal cities. In surviving letters, the kings of Kongo
and Portugal addressed each other as brothers. This is the part of the story most often left out: for a real and
documented stretch of years, an African kingdom and a European one dealt with each other as equals, because
they were.

lll. The Letters of a King Who Would Not Be Silent

The relationship curdled as Portuguese demand for enslaved labor grew. Beginning in 1526, King Afonso I —
Mvemba a Nzinga — wrote a series of letters to the Portuguese crown, twenty-four of which survive,
documenting how Portuguese traders and their local collaborators were kidnapping his own subjects, including
nobles and members of his own family, branding them, and shipping them out of his kingdom. In his own
words: traders were seizing “freed and exempt men,” even “noblemen and the sons of noblemen, and our
relatives.” Afonso demanded the Portuguese king stop it.

Historians who have studied the full correspondence note his objection was specifically to illegal kidnapping
and the erosion of his own authority to regulate trade, not a blanket rejection of trade in captives Kongo itself
controlled — Kongo, like its neighbors, also participated in a regulated domestic and export trade in captives
taken in its own wars. What Afonso's letters prove is sharper than a folk tale: an African head of state, in his
own hand, on the record, treating the kidnapping of his people as a violation of his sovereignty — engaging the
earliest Atlantic slave trade as a ruler asserting authority, not as a bystander.

IV. What Survived the Kingdom

Kongo's political structure did not survive Portuguese and colonial pressure intact; the kingdom effectively
ceased to function as a unified state after the Battle of Mbwila in 1665. But the Bakongo people carried their
cosmology and ritual practice across the Atlantic in chains, and it did not die there either. Bakongo spiritual
traditions became foundational to Palo in Cuba, to elements of Vodou in Haiti, and to spiritual and material
culture documented among enslaved communities in the American South.

NC LOCAL LENS
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This entry is continental in scope (west-central Africa) and has no documentable Fayetteville/Cumberland
County connection. Per project standard, no local lens is forced. A future entry on Bakongo-derived spiritual
practice may surface a genuine NC connection through documented enslaved community practices in the Cape
Fear region — to be researched on its own merits, not assumed.
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This document is part of the Two Americas archive — a fact-driven historical record of Persecution and Contribution across nine eras
of American history.
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