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For Sally, Ben, and Lizzie
 with love






Reveal to us the courts of China and the unknown straits which still lie hid: throw back the portals which have been closed since the world’s beginning at the dawn of time. There yet remain for you new lands, ample realms, unknown peoples; they wait yet, I say, to be discovered.


 



—Richard Hakluyt, the younger 1587



 


After good deliberation, hee [Wahunsonacock] began to describe mee the Countreys beyonde the Falles, with many of the rest. . . Nations upon the toppe of the heade of the Bay. . . the Southerly Countries also. . . [and] a countrie called Anone, where they have an abundance of Brasse, and houses walled as ours. I requited his discourse, seeing what pride hee had in his great and spacious Dominions, seeing that all hee knewe were under his Territories.


 



—Captain John Smith, 1608
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Prologue

Before Jamestown


LONG BEFORE JAMESTOWN, in the summer of 1561, a Spanish caravel buffeted by storms somewhere off the coast of present day South Carolina was driven several hundred miles to the north. As the winds dropped and the rain cleared, the crew saw an immense bay; so wide that had it not been for a faint trace of land on the horizon they might have been forgiven for thinking they had been blown back out to sea.

Crossing the bay’s gray-green waters to the southern shore, the ship proceeded cautiously inland, where the Spaniards found “many fine harbors,” fertile meadows, fresh running springs, and everywhere an abundance of trees—pines, hickories, oaks, cedars, cypresses, poplars, black walnuts, and maples—growing in wild profusion to the water’s edge. They anchored in a large river, possibly the Chickahominy, to replenish supplies and make repairs and there encountered a small group of Indians, two of whom (a “principal  person among them” and his servant) agreed to accompany them on their voyage. Whether the ship’s commander, Antonio Velazquez, realized that he had found the Bahia Santa Maria (Chesapeake Bay), first sighted by Pedro de Quejo thirty-six years earlier, he knew he had made an important discovery. With the two Indians on board, he decided to return to Spain.1


Reaching Lagos, Portugal, in late August, Velazquez left his ship and traveled overland to Seville to sort out some business affairs. He then made his way some three hundred miles to Madrid to report his voyage and present the young Indian, Paquiquineo (named Don Luís de Velasco in honor of the viceroy of Mexico), to the king, Philip II. On the journey, he and Don Luís took the road through the beautiful river valley of the Guadalquivir, a checkerboard of wheat fields, vineyards, olive groves, and citrus orchards, to the Moorish city of Córdoba with its great mosque, before turning north into the high, austere tableland of the Mesta, given over to vast sheep walks and scattered rural industries. Arriving in Madrid, little more than a large village when Philip II established his court there earlier in the year, they would have found a bustling town packed with courtiers, royal officials and their staffs, high-ranking churchmen, retailers, and merchants, all having flocked to the new capital of Spain.

Exactly when Don Luís was presented to the king is unknown. To those who witnessed it, however, the meeting must have appeared a study in stark contrasts: on the one hand Don Luís, an indio from a remote part of the North American littoral, who knew nothing of European civilization or Christianity; and on the other Philip II—ruler of an empire embracing the Americas and large parts of western Europe, the greatest the world had ever seen—believed by his subjects to be God’s shepherd on Earth and herald of a universal Catholic monarchy that would reunite Christendom and eventually all peoples under “one monarch, one empire, and one sword.” Perhaps because of the king’s curiosity about the Indian’s land and the possibility of converting the people there to Catholicism, or perhaps because he was intrigued by the Indian’s evident intelligence, Don Luís soon became one of Philip’s favorites.2


At first, Don Luís may have enjoyed the life at court and in Madrid, but during the winter his thoughts turned homeward; after speaking of his desire to return to his own land, the king granted him permission to go back in the spring. Arrangements were made for Don Luís, accompanied by Valezquez, to travel first to New Spain (Mexico), and then the Indian and a small group of Dominican missionaries would continue on to the Bahia Santa Maria. Accordingly, Don Luís joined the convoy that sailed from Cádiz at the end of May and arrived at San Juan de Ulua, roadstead of Vera Cruz on the Gulf Coast of Mexico, ten weeks later.

Don Luís together with several companions first went to Mexico City to meet the viceroy, Velasco, who wished to oversee the mission to the Indian’s homeland. Forty years after the collapse of the Aztec Empire, most of the old city of Tenochtitlán had been demolished and replaced with a great public square around which were located the new city’s principal buildings, constructed in Spanish baroque style out of the stone and rubble of Aztec pyramids and temples. The Indian had little opportunity to acquaint himself the city, however. Shortly after arriving, he became seriously ill (possibly smallpox or dysentery) and was thought lost. Gradually nursed back to health at a Dominican convent, he and his servant were baptized and chose to remain with the friars to learn the Catholic faith and Spanish ways.3


Several years passed, but Don Luís remained determined to return to his own people and began pressing once again for an opportunity to establish a mission among them. Fortunately, his idea of planting a colony to the north of previous settlements along the Atlantic seaboard coincided with the rising fortunes of an extraordinary man who was to have enormous influence on Spanish North America. Pedro Menéndez de Avilés, captain-general of the Indies convoys, had recently been appointed adelantado (governor) of “La Florida” and ordered by the king to take charge of Spain’s interests in the north, specifically to move decisively against recent French efforts to establish colonies that might threaten the safety of the Spanish treasure fleets. It was to Menéndez that Don Luís directed his appeal to return to his own land (which the Spanish called Ajacán) and bring about the conversion of his “parents,  relatives, and countrymen to the Faith of Jesus Christ, and baptizing them and making them Christians as he was.”4


Menéndez needed little persuasion. Following his ruthless destruction of a French colony at Fort Caroline (near modern-day Jacksonville, Florida) in late summer 1565, he launched a plan to establish a string of fortified settlements along the mainland coast from the Gulf of Mexico to the Bahia Santa Maria that would permanently secure North America for Spain. The Chesapeake Bay, he believed, was the “key to all the fortifications in this land since, beyond here, as far as Tierra Nova [Canada], there is no place to settle in.” According to Menéndez’s understanding of the geography of North America, the Chesapeake Bay led to two great stretches of water, one running five or six hundred leagues northeast to Newfoundland, the other flowing to a huge inland lake that, at its western edge, lay only a few miles from an arm of the South Sea.5


Using the Chesapeake as a base, Menéndez wrote enthusiastically to Philip II, fleets of Spanish galleys would gain control of northern waters, ousting other nations from the valuable fisheries of Newfoundland and preventing further efforts by the French to find a northwest passage to Cathay. The king would become lord of all the Indies, north and south. A navigable route to the South Seas would establish a vital link with Spanish possessions in the East, stimulate trade with Spanish North America, and promote the further integration of a worldwide empire. He characterized the mid-Atlantic region as a new Andalucia, it having a similar climate and being on the same latitude as the province in southern Spain. The region would be well suited to colonization by Spanish plants, animals, and people, and had many natural resources ripe for development. There were reports, too, of traces of silver and gold as well as turquoises and emeralds, the latter being common “near the mountains.” Even unicorns had “been seen in this land.”6


Don Luís’s wish to return to his own land and convert his people to the Catholic faith thus accorded perfectly with Menéndez’s ambitions. Like his master, Philip II, Menéndez was a man of deep religious convictions; integral to his plans to secure Florida was the role he assigned to religious orders, Dominicans and Jesuits, to convert the Indians as a  necessary preliminary for civilian settlement. In 1566, he dispatched a ship carrying Don Luís, his servant, and two Dominicans to the Bahia Santa Maria, but unaccountably they failed to find the entrance of the Bay. After first making landfall on the Atlantic shore of Maryland and then sailing too far south to the Outer Banks of North Carolina, their ship was driven out to sea by strong winds. Worse was to come. Despite vigorous protests by the friars, instead of returning to Florida, the ship’s captain set sail for Spain. As the American coast slipped away, Don Luís must have wondered whether he would ever see his land again.7





Don Luís and the Fathers

Upon returning to Spain, Don Luís lived with a group of Jesuits in Seville, where he came to hear about the Jesuits’ lack of success in converting the Indians of the northern American mainland. Seizing the opening, he offered to lead an expedition to Ajacán, once again assuring the fathers of his devout wish to bring over his people to the Catholic faith. Sent to Havana in 1570, he quickly became involved in discussions with Menéndez and the vice-provincial of the Jesuit order in Florida, Father Juan de Segura, about an expedition. By way of further encouragement, Don Luís told them of a passage that would lead to “the discovery of great kingdoms such as Tartary,” as well as others adjoining it. Father Segura was convinced that God, through the instrument of Don Luís, had granted him a magnificent opportunity to bring about the conversion of the Indians. After careful preparations, the small group of Jesuits, made up of Fathers Segura and Luís de Quirós, six others, and a boy, Alonso de Olmos, sailed from Cuba.

Arriving in the Bahia Santa Maria in September 1570, the expedition probably landed first near modern-day Newport News to give thanks for their safe arrival before moving about twenty miles up the James River. Directed by Don Luís, they disembarked at present-day College Creek (not far from where the English would later establish Jamestown) and, following a small stream, made their way across the peninsula to a Kiskiack village on the York (Pamunkey) River, whose people were  “subjects” of Don Luís’s family. There they began constructing a small wooden house that would serve as their living quarters and chapel. Eager to send their ship away as quickly as possible so that it would return the sooner with provisions, Father Quirós gave a brief description of their surroundings the day after landing, which he dispatched with the ship: “We find the land of Don Luís in quite another condition than we expected, not because he was at fault in his description of it, but because Our Lord has chastised it with six years famine and death, which has brought it about that there is much less population than usual.”

The Jesuits had landed during a severe drought; but if they were worried about food shortages, they were at least comforted by the Indians’ friendliness. Great joy was expressed at the return of Don Luís, whom the Indians believed had died long ago. They seemed to think he “had risen from the dead and come down from heaven,” wrote Quirós, “and since all who remained are his relatives, they are greatly consoled in him. They have recovered their courage and hope that God may seek to favor them, saying that they want to be like Don Luís, begging us to remain in this land with them.” It was clear, however, that the Indians were in no position to support the mission as the fathers had anticipated. Instead of the Indians supplying the Spanish through the good offices of Don Luís, the Spanish would have to support the Indians by importing “a generous quantity of corn” to sustain the mission “and to let all this tribe take some for sowing.”

By cultivating the land, Father Quirós believed, putting a brave face on the situation, it would be possible to cultivate the Indians’ souls. If planting could begin in March or April, “many of the tribes will come here after being scattered over the region in search of food and there will be a good opportunity for the Holy Gospel.” He added, “The chief has sought this very thing especially.” The situation as Father Quirós sat down to pen his letter was grave but not disastrous. Don Luís remained loyal, the Spaniards had the goodwill of the local people, and they had obtained information from the Indians about the presence of a sea across some mountains three or four days journey inland, which might turn out to be a passage to the Pacific. The priest  expressed “great hope” for the conversion of the Indians and their “service to Our Lord and His Majesty” in helping the fathers find “an entrance into the mountains and to China.”8


Quirós’s optimism proved ill founded, however. Don Luís soon abandoned the mission and went to live in the village of a relative about thirty or forty miles upriver. Why did he leave them? One account, written by Brother Juan de la Carrera some years later, described the “wretched native” (Don Luís) as a “second Judas,” who, having nothing to fear from the Spanish after Father Segura dispatched their ship back to Havana for supplies, soon “began to indulge in vices and sins publicly without fear of God or man.” Acting “more like a pagan than a Christian in his manners, dress, and habits,” Carrera continued, Don Luís “went off and lived with his uncle, a chief, in a country far distant from ours. There he allowed himself free rein in his sins, marrying many women in a pagan way.”9 Perhaps Carrera was right: Don Luís had fooled them all with his profession of faith and talk of helping to convert his people. Perhaps his life with the Dominicans and then Jesuits was a pretense sustained over nine long years to orchestrate his eventual return to Ajacán.

The winter months were desperate: The famished missionaries lived as best they could by rationing their dwindling supplies, gathering roots and berries from the forest, and bartering metal goods for corn in neighboring villages. Father Segura tried to persuade Don Luís to return to them, reminding him they had come to the country at his invitation and under his protection, and arguing that they could not carry out their work of conversion without him. The father admonished him severely for the immoral and “shameful” life he led, saying that if he set such a bad example it would be impossible to “implant the Gospel” and redeem his people.

Segura’s criticism may have been the final straw for Don Luís. Having been adopted as one of his people’s chief men, he would not have expected to be spoken to in such a manner, especially considering the Jesuits’ own perilous situation. In early February, in a final plea for help, Segura sent three of his companions to where the Indian was living; but Don Luís took the opportunity to launch an attack, killing two of the  three himself. Then, accompanied by a small war party, he moved on to the mission, where he and his men killed Father Segura and the others with the priests’ own axes, leaving only the boy, Alonso, alive.

Alonso’s survival was vital because it was he who eventually provided definitive news of the fate of the mission to the Spaniards. By the summer of 1571, authorities in Havana were seriously concerned about the fathers. A supply ship sent to the Bahia Santa Maria in the spring could find no trace of them, although some Indians wearing “cassocks and religious robes” who tried to lure the Spanish ashore were spotted at a village not far from the mission. Two Indians captured by the Spanish crew during an attack on their ship refused to provide information about the whereabouts of the Jesuits, but they did indicate that Alonso still lived.

An expedition under the personal command of Menéndez, consisting of four ships and 150 soldiers, was organized the following year and arrived in the Bay in August. The governor dispatched a small frigate with thirty soldiers upriver to search for Alonso and take hostages. Following a skirmish at College Creek, the soldiers killed about twenty Indians and captured thirteen, including “a principal chief,” possibly Don Luís’s uncle. Using a combination of bribes and threats, the Spanish recovered Alonso from his captors and learned from him the full story of the killing of the fathers.

Menéndez told the Indians with whom he was bargaining that he would hang his captives if they did not deliver Don Luís to him. When after a few days it became clear that Don Luís was not going to appear, the governor ordered that eight or nine of the hostages be hanged from the ship’s rigging in clear view of any Indians looking on from the riverside. An eyewitness reported that the “country remains very frightened from the chastisement the Governor inflicted, for previously they were free to kill any Spaniard who made no resistance. After seeing the opposite of what the Fathers were, they tremble. This chastisement has become famous throughout the land.” As a literal parting shot, the pilot of one of the ships steered towards land as if intending to speak to a crowd of Indians gathered on the shore, but instead the soldiers opened fire, killing “many.”10


What became of Don Luís is a mystery. No further reports of his whereabouts came to the ears of Spanish officials. He had vanished into the interior without trace.




The Spanish Legacy

Don Luís’s decision to destroy the Jesuit settlement had far-reaching consequences. Menéndez’s attack was probably the first time Indian peoples of the region had experienced the destructive power of European weaponry, and it made a lasting impression on those who witnessed or suffered by it. For their part, although the Spanish did not lose interest in the Chesapeake after the failure of the mission, they made no further attempts to settle the area. Developments elsewhere in the Americas and Europe kept Philip II fully occupied and his resources stretched for years to come. After 1572, his interest lay not in colonizing the region but in ensuring that the northern coast neither became a haven for pirates nor fell into the hands of foreign rivals.

Stories of gold and silver in the interior persisted, however. In 1588, Vicente Gonzáles, who had previously visited the region in 1570 and 1572, entered the Bahia Santa Maria and explored both shores of the Bay, during which he met “a certain chief” wearing many gold rings and a golden crown who told him of a mountain within three days travel that had “nothing else [but gold] in it.” Bartolomé Martinez, a Spanish official living in Santa Elena during the early 1570s, recalled for many years after the event the conversations he had with Alonso de Olmos, who described the region as “a very fertile land, with gold, and silver and pearls.” The Indians, Alonso assured Martinez, wear “golden circlets on their brows and bracelets on their wrists and ear rings.”11


Pedro Menéndez established the reality of a Spanish presence in North America. Henceforth, foreign nations with ambitions to plant a colony in the mid-Atlantic region had to reckon with Spanish warships patrolling coastal waters from their bases in Florida as well as from the West Indies. More important, Menéndez’s dreams about the region’s potential would inspire fantasies of untold riches in the minds of European colonizers for a century to come. Hopes of finding a passage to  the Orient figure prominently in English accounts of early Virginia from the 1580s until the 1650s alongside stories of gold and silver mines located somewhere in the mountains inland. Finally, descriptions of fertility and natural abundance, first expressed by Spanish chroniclers and explorers in the early sixteenth century, would later become crucial to English propagandists in their efforts to justify the establishment of colonies populated by farmers and artisans as well as by traders and soldiers.12







1

TWO WORLDS


WAHUNSONACOCK AND HIS BROTHER Opechancanough, the two great Powhatan chiefs of the Jamestown era, were in their twenties or early thirties when the Spanish arrived. They would have known about the Jesuit mission at Kiskiack and what happened there, and may have witnessed Menéndez’s subsequent “chastisement.” Possibly, the threat of further Spanish attacks encouraged alliances between James River and York (Pamunkey) River peoples that led to the rapid expansion of the Powhatan chiefdom across the region after 1572. But if so, the threat never materialized. Aside from occasional exploratory voyages, a full generation was to pass before another European power, the English, sought to establish a colony in the Chesapeake Bay. By that time, the Powhatans had grown into a formidable political and military force.1





The Rise of the Powhatans

The rise of the Powhatan chiefdom was the central political development of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, shaping the  lives of Indian peoples living throughout the coastal plain (tidewater) of Virginia, as well as those of the strangers who arrived from across the ocean. Six regions located between the upper James and York Rivers—“the Countreys [of] Powhatan, Arrohateck, Appamatuck, Pamunky, Youghtamond, and Mattapanient”—were inherited by Wahunsonacock sometime after 1570 and, together with lands along  the lower York River, comprised the historic core of his empire. Three decades later, Wahunsonacock ruled over thirty or so tribes, spread across Tsenacommacah (the Powhatan name for their lands), from south of the James River to the Potomac and from the coast to the falls.2


[image: 003]

The Powhatans. (Drawn by Rebecca L. Wrenn)

As described by William Strachey (a prominent settler who arrived in Virginia in 1610), Wahunsonacock was a man of “goodly” looks, “well beaten with many cold and stormy wynters,” yet “of a tall stature, and cleane lymbes.” In earlier years, Strachey wrote, the great chief was a “strong and able salvadge [savage], synowie, active, and of a daring spiritt, vigilant, ambitious, subtile to enlarge his dominions.” In addition to the lands he had inherited, the rest of his territories had been “either by force subdued unto him, or through feare yeilded.” At about the time the English arrived, the Chesapeakes, who lived at the entrance of the Bay and had resisted absorption into Tsenacommacah, were destroyed in an attack that resulted in the slaughter of men, women, and children. In other attacks, such as that suffered by the Kecoughtans, who lived at the mouth of the James River, entire peoples were uprooted and moved to different locations to strengthen the Powhatans’ control of newly conquered territories.3


A vivid example of the methods used by the great chief to assert his authority is recounted by Captain John Smith. For reasons that are unclear, in 1608, Wahunsonacock mounted a surprise attack on neighboring Piankatanks, who lived along the north bank of the river of the same name. First, he sent some of his men to lodge among them, then he surrounded their village and, at an appointed time, launched a swift and deadly attack. Two dozen men were slain. The women and children, along with the chief, were captured and presented to Wahunsonacock so that they could “doe him service”; and to intimidate visitors, the scalps of warriors were hung between two trees at Wahunsonacock’s residence at Werowocomoco.4


The Powhatans were surrounded by numerous Indian peoples who were highly influential in shaping Tsenacommacah. Southward were the Algonquians of the Roanoke region who inhabited the coastal areas of Pamlico, Albemarle, and Currituck Sounds. Inland were the Iroquoian  Tuscarora, whose territories stretched a hundred miles along the North Carolina coastal plain and fall line from the Neuse River to the lands of the Meherrins and Nottoways (also Iroquoian), situated on the tributaries of the Chowan. Indians known to the English as the Mangoags lived in the Carolina piedmont and enjoyed a reputation for aggressiveness in their attacks on peoples of the coastal region. Siouan-speaking Monacans and Mannahoacs, who inhabited the fertile river valleys along the upper reaches of the James and Rappahannock Rivers, were ancient enemies of the Powhatans and carried out frequent raids along their western border. To the north were the Susquehannocks, who lived at the head of the Chesapeake Bay; and the Massawomecks (Iroquoians), who periodically journeyed from the Great Lakes by way of the Appalachians and the Shenandoah Valley to plunder settlements in the piedmont and the tidewater.5


Iroquoian and Siouan peoples in the piedmont and mountains effectively confined the Powhatans to the coastal plain. Aside from periodic raids, Wahunsonacock seems to have been reluctant to engage in protracted hostilities against neighboring enemies. He may have been more concerned about consolidating his authority over the peoples within his own territories than in conducting attacks on powerful nations in far-off lands.6


As Wahunsonacock’s chiefdom grew throughout the tidewater so did his wealth and influence. His people were required to pay tribute in the form of skins, beads, pearls, food, and tobacco, all collected annually and stored in temples such as those at Orapaks (one of his capitals) and Uttamussak. He claimed a monopoly of prestige goods that were traded in his lands, including copper, iron wares, and other items acquired from Europeans. Copper was traded beyond his dominions with other peoples and used also when necessary to hire mercenary warriors. More generally, gifts of tribute goods to lesser chiefs (weroances), warriors, and priests throughout his lands provided him with an effective means of rewarding those he favored.7


Although Wahunsonacock was often described by English observers as a despot or tyrant, his power was not boundless and varied considerably from one area to another. Peoples of outlying regions, such as  north of the Rappahannock River or the Eastern Shore, as well as the Chickahominies, who lived on the river that bears their name, behaved far more independently than those of the core area between the upper James and York Rivers. They might recognize his authority, provide support in times of war or when called upon, but they also pursued their own policies and occasionally disobeyed (or ignored) his orders altogether. Wahunsonacock was not an absolute ruler; rather, he was a chief of chiefs.8


Wahunsonacock governed his territories through regional or district chiefs, some of whom were close relatives: His brothers Opechancanough, Opitchapam, and Kekataugh maintained tight control over the Pamunkeys; his “sons” Parahunt and Pochins ruled the important districts of Powhatan and Kecoughtan at the falls and mouth of the James River respectively.

Opechancanough was the most powerful of Wahunsonacock’s relatives. Like his brother, he was a vigorous and potent leader at the time the English arrived. Perfectly “skill’d in the Art of Governing,” it was said he “caused all the Indians far and near to dread his Name, and had them all entirely in his Subjection.” Other than his kinship to Wahunsonacock, his influence stemmed from his role as chief of the best-disciplined warriors in all of Tsenacommacah. The Pamunkeys had “neere 300 able men” of their own but could mobilize twice as many allies within a few days. Backed by his warriors, Opechancanough would prove a formidable enemy.9


Little is known about Opechancanough’s origins, but a few intriguing references suggest that he may have been none other than Paquiquineo (Don Luís). A settler, Ralph Hamor, wrote in 1615 that the Chickahominies were hostile to the Spanish because “Powhatans father was driven by them from the west-Indies into those parts.” A much later account by Robert Beverly related that the Powhatans did not recognize Opechancanough as Wahunsonacock’s brother but rather as “a Prince of a Foreign Nation, [who] came to them a great Way from the South-West: And by their Accounts, we suppose him to have come from the Spanish Indians, some-where near Mexico.” Both could be garbled stories of Paquiquineo’s stay in Mexico City and  travels in the West Indies before returning to the Ajacán with the Jesuit fathers. But whether or not Opechancanough and Paquiquineo were the same person, there is little doubt they were contemporaries, possibly kin, and surely would have known one another.10





Peoples of the Great River

Tsenacommacah was well populated at the beginning of the seventeenth century. Perhaps 15,000 people, dispersed in several hundred villages and hamlets, lived in territories belonging to the Powhatan chiefdom. The most populous areas were inland, away from exposed areas of the coast or Bayside, and corresponded to the upper branches of the major rivers and their tributaries, lands along the fall line, and the river valleys of the piedmont. Powhatan settlements, like those of peoples to the north and south, were usually situated near rivers on sheltered necks or along the smaller estuaries and tributaries. High ground close to the water was preferred because it protected against possible flooding and provided a vantage point for keeping an eye on the comings and goings along the river and on the approaches to the village from inland.11


Rivers and coastal waters provided a superb means of travel and were commonly used for transporting men and goods over long distances. In the piedmont and coastal plain, rivers were used to travel east and west; in the Valley of Virginia, the main directions were north and south, some movement going west into the Ohio River basin. Footpaths and trails supplemented the waterways and formed an intricate network across the entire eastern seaboard. The most important was the Great Indian Warpath, which ran the length of the northern continent from Canada to Florida, and which in the Chesapeake region followed the western edge of the Blue Ridge Mountains for much of the way before turning inland into the Valley of Virginia at Tutelo. This major trail sent off numerous branches that crisscrossed the piedmont and coastal plain or led westwards across the mountains to the Mississippi Valley. Far from being cut off from one another, settlements and regions were linked by extensive and ancient routes along which people, goods, and news moved easily.12


Most Powhatan settlements were small by European standards, usually consisting of fewer than a hundred people “of kindred & alliance.” As William Strachey observed: “Their howses are not manie in one towne, and those that are stand [set apart] and scattered, without forme of a street, far and wyde asunder.” Even the largest towns rarely contained more than twenty or thirty houses, these dotted in small groups over tens of acres. Houses throughout Tsenacommacah were of a similar design. Built like “Arbors of small young springs [saplings] bowed and tyed,” covered tightly “with mats, or the barkes of trees very handsomely, that notwithstanding either winde, raine or weather, they are as warme as stooves, but very smoaky.”13


An illustration of Secota (Secotan, near the Pamlico River in North Carolina) provides an impression of such a settlement. At one end of the village is a river—“from whence they fetche their water”—that provided fish, crabs, and oysters. In the top left of the drawing, a couple of men are shown hunting deer that have strayed into the village. The layout reflects the mix of agriculture, fishing, hunting, and foraging that characterized seasonal changes in diet and the variety of local resources. Some of the larger villages, notably those inhabited by local chiefs, were more elaborately designed and included the chief’s long-house, mortuary temple, and storehouse, as well as areas set aside for important ceremonial functions.14


 



POWHATAN SOCIETY was organized for war, a response to the threat posed by powerful enemies to the north and west—the Monacans, Mannahoacs, Susquehannocks, and Massawomecks—and Wahunsonacock’s territorial ambitions. Warfare involved a variety of tactics, such as frontal assaults, hit-and-run sorties by small raiding parties, ambush, and deception. Most attacks took the form of raiding parties involving no more than a two dozen or so warriors. In these circumstances, the object was to shoot to kill or maim the enemy from the safety of cover or to ensure weight of numbers if attacking at close range. Pitched battles between opposing armies were less common. [image: 004]

John White/Theodor De Bry, Secota, 1585.




Indians frequently used “Stratagems, surprizes and Treacherys” to best their enemies. In a mock battle witnessed by John Smith, the Indians divided themselves into two companies of about a hundred men, one called “Monacans,” the other “Powhatans,” each company ordered into ranks of fifteen men abreast. After agreeing to terms that the women and children of the vanquished would be the prize of the victors, the two armies approached each other, the men “leaping and singing after their accustomed tune which they use only in warres.” Each side then shot at the other; when they had discharged all their arrows, they joined in hand-to-hand fighting: “As they got advantage they catched their enimies by the haire of the head” and acted the beating out of losers’ brains with wooden swords. When Monacan numbers decreased, the Powhatans charged in a half-moon formation in an effort to surround them, at which the Monacans fled “all in a troope” to the cover of nearby woods. This, however, was a ploy to lure the Powhatans into an ambush, where fresh warriors were hiding. The Powhatans, perceiving the danger, withdrew to an area of the field where they had arranged their own ambush, but the Monacans declined to pursue them and instead disappeared into the forest.15


War was the ultimate test for every male, a searching examination where only the strong, intelligent, or lucky would survive. Men were expected to display strength and courage in hand-to-hand combat, fortitude if captured and tortured (while they were slowly put to death in excruciating pain, they would throw insults at their enemies), and wisdom in council. A set of values that highlighted individual battle skills was vital to maintaining an effective fighting force and applied to all the peoples who made up Tsenacommacah, but there were important distinctions also between warrior groups. Pamunkey and Powhatans made up the core of Wahunsonacock’s fighting forces and combined may have numbered five or six hundred men. They were considered the most dependable and loyal of his warriors. In addition, the great chief and Opechancanough were able to call upon allies from neighboring peoples (some paid for their services), troops who fought  alongside the elite forces. A combined warrior strength of from 1,200 to 1,500 was easily large enough to overwhelm local resistance to Wahunsonacock’s will.16


When important decisions, such as whether to go to war, were made, custom demanded that chiefs take advice from their counselors and priests. Counselors (“cawcawwasoughs” or “cockerouses”) were usually drawn from village elders, warriors, and priests, and at a district level might include some town weroances. Priests were the principal buttress of the chief’s authority, their avowed ability to foresee the future making them indispensable in providing political decisions. “When they intend any warres,” Smith noted, “the Werowances usually have the advice of their Priests and Conjurers, and their Allies and ancient friends, but chiefely the Priests determine their resolution.” Strachey put it more forcefully, remarking that priests “at all tymes” governed “and direct[ed] the Weroances . . . in all their accions.”

More generally, priests were vital intermediaries between the people and spiritual forces that infused earthly society. They read the omens and advised accordingly on preparations for a hunt or a fishing expedition; they sought to influence the weather, bringing rain or quelling storms; and they fulfilled the role of healers through their knowledge of herbs and certain curative techniques. On occasion, priests would seek a secluded place deep in the woods or on “some desolate promontory Toppe” where they called upon Okeus and other deities for guidance. William Strachey observed that the Indians were much given to “straunge whispers” which “run among . . . [them] and possesse them with amazement [about] what maie be the yssue of these straunge preparations, landed on their Coasts.” According to the Powhatan Uttamatomakkin, Okeus had forewarned the great chief’s priests about the arrival of the English sometime before they appeared in the Chesapeake Bay.17


Religion and spirituality were of fundamental importance to Indian peoples and were expressed in a rich variety of beliefs about powerful deities, local spirits, myths, and prophecies. The Powhatans revered a “great good God,” Ahone, who lived in the heavens above and whose  perfection was boundless. Ahone had created the cosmos, the Earth, and lesser gods; had taught the Indians how to plant corn; he was the “author of their good.” He made “the Sun to shine”; through his “vertues and Influences the under earth is tempered, and brings forth her fruictes according to her seasons.”
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The Powhatan god, Okeus.

Ahone was a remote god, unconcerned with the affairs of men. In everyday affairs, the most important deity in the Indians’ pantheon was the Okeus, who, unlike the peace-loving Ahone, looked “into all  mens accions” and judged them according to a “severe scale of Justice.” The vengeful god punished the people with sicknesses, struck down their ripe corn with “blastings, stormes, and thunderclappes,” and stirred up wars. As the “malitious enemy of mankind,” Okeus was the origin of all harm and misfortune; to appease him, the Powhatans dedicated their temples to him, offered him sacrifices, and worshipped him. But Okeus was also the god the priests would consult and ask to intercede in times of war and crisis.18


From the oak and conifer forests of the Blue Ridge Mountains to the fertile lowlands bordering the rivers and Bay, Indian peoples—Iroquoian, Siouan, and Algonquian—had evolved highly successful methods of harvesting the natural resources of the land and rivers. Early European observers were unanimous in their admiration for Indians’ adaptation to their environments and were aware of the subtle as well as more obvious distinctions between the various peoples who inhabited the land. Throughout the region, different tribes might enjoy a good deal of autonomy, but everywhere the sharp edges of conflict were evident, resulting from the expansion of the Powhatan chiefdom and longstanding hostility between Algonquians and neighboring Siouan and Iroquoian peoples.

When the English arrived in Virginia early in the new century, they would encounter a powerful and complex chiefdom. It was therefore portentous that when Wahunsonacock first came face-to-face with Captain John Smith, the great chief took the opportunity to describe to him “his great and spacious Dominions” and impressed upon the Englishman, in case he missed the point, that “all hee knew were under his Territories.” Tsenacommacah was his.19





The Coming of the English

For much of the sixteenth century, England played only a minor role in western voyaging, which was confined largely to the seasonal flow of shipping to the Newfoundland fishing banks and occasional (illegal) trading ventures to Brazil and the Caribbean. Little attention was given initially to the discoveries of the Portuguese, Spanish, and  French, or to the increasing amount of information about America available in Europe. Even the famed exploits of conquistadors in Mexico and Peru and the overthrow of the Aztec and Inca empires made seemingly little impact in England. Few before midcentury lamented, as did John Rastell, lawyer and publisher, the backwardness of English ventures in the New World or shared his vision of English settlements in North America: 




O what a thynge had been than 
Yf they that be Englyshe men 
Myght have ben the furst of all 
That there shulde have take possession 
And made furst buyldynge and habytacion 
A memory perpetuall . . . 20






 



During Queen Elizabeth I’s reign, however, a remarkable awakening of interest in the possibility of establishing English colonies in America occurred. Colonization was viewed as a project that would be of great benefit not only to individuals and their financial backers but also to the nation as a whole. In 1583, Sir George Peckham, a prominent Catholic supporter of colonial ventures, wrote a lengthy treatise that set out the “Law of Nations” sanctioning trade between Christians and “Infidels or Savages”; the “Law of Armes,” which allowed the taking of foreign lands by force; and the “Law of God,” which enjoined Christian rulers to settle those lands “for the establishment of God’s worde.” From ancient times and “since the nativitie of Christ,” he exclaimed, “mightie and puissant Emperours and Kings have performed the like, I say to plant, possesse, and subdue.” John Dee—astrologer to the queen, alchemist, and mathematician—advocated building a strong navy that would be the foundation of an “Incomparable Brytish Empire.” He laid out the basis of Elizabeth I’s right to take possession of “foreyn Regions,” following the same principles by which “other Christian Princes do now adayes make Conquests uppon the heathen people.”21


But it was left to Richard Hakluyt the younger, the foremost proponent of colonization of his age, to give fullest expression to England’s  ambitions and provide a rationale for colonization that would guide overseas expansion for generations to come. Hakluyt was convinced that founding colonies would be a clear signal of England’s intent to stake a claim to American lands and seas as the Spanish and other nations had done. The “plantinge of twoo or three strong fortes upon some goodd havens” on the mainland between Florida and Cape Breton would provide convenient bases for fleets of privateers operating in American waters, eventually weakening Spanish power in the Old World as well as the New. Cut off the king of Spain’s treasure from the New World, Hakluyt argued, and “his purpose [would soon be] defeated, his powers and strengthe diminished, his pride abated, and his tyranie utterly suppressed.”

Planting English colonies in America, Hakluyt believed, would be a “moste godly and Christian work” that would ultimately lead to “gayninge . . . the soules of millions of those wretched people [Indians],” bringing “them from darknes to lighte.” Conversion would be achieved not by the brutal methods employed by the Spanish but by way of “a gentle course without crueltie and tyrannie [such as] best answereth the profession of a Christian.” Once Indians realized they would be treated well by the English, they would “revolte cleane from the Spaniarde” and “yelde themselves” to English rule. The exploited peoples of Spain’s empire in the New World, Indians and enslaved Africans, could be turned against the Spanish if English colonizers could win them over with plain dealing. By these means, the English would establish a universal Anglican church in America that would serve as a counterbalance to the expansion of Catholicism in Spanish possessions.

Hakluyt was sincere in his advocacy of “inlarging the glorious gospell of Christ,” but he was sufficiently realistic to understand that colonization would not go very far if it was based on evangelical arguments alone. More important to encouraging investment in western ventures was the likelihood of profits. English settlements in America, he confidently asserted, would promote commerce and prosperity, as well as social benefits at home. In time, he wrote, the colonies would “yelde unto us all the commodities of Europe, Affrica, and Asia, as far  as wee were wonte to travell, and supply the wantes of all our decayed trades.” The northern parts would supply timber, masts, clapboard, pitch, tar, cordage, and naval supplies; the southern parts wine, silk, fruits, oil, sugar, and salt.

Trade with the Indians would bring a valuable return, but to produce the goods England needed, large numbers of people would have to colonize America. This would be doubly advantageous: Not only would an expansive new market for English goods be created, thereby stimulating production and providing relief for poor workers in depressed English manufactures, but also the country would profit from the growing volume of colonial goods that could be sold at home and in Europe. In the colonies, the able-bodied poor, unemployed, and idle, an “altogether unprofitable” drain on the country, could be found work to their own and the nation’s advantage. If England, as Hakluyt thought, was “swarminge at this day w[i]th valient youthes rusting and hurtfull by lacke of employement,” the solution was to transport them overseas. Petty thieves, vagabonds, and criminals who “for trifles may otherwise be devoured by the gallowes” could redeem themselves by laboring in America.

Hakluyt proposed the creation of permanent English societies in America, where “new” lands lying on latitudes stretching from North Africa to Scandinavia could be developed to produce commodities traditionally imported from Europe and the Levant. English settlements and a flourishing transatlantic trade would bring “inlarged domynions, power, Revenewes, and honnour” to the nation as well as a means “to cutt the combe of the frenche, of the spanishe, of the portingale,” and other enemies. Colonies might be established as bases for piracy and plunder, but their long-term survival depended on the production of goods in demand in England and Europe.22


Hakluyt’s arguments found a receptive ear in the queen. Against the background of the growing power of Spain during the middle decades of the century, Elizabeth was acutely aware that the threat posed by the Spanish to her kingdom was incomparably greater than it was in her father’s time fifty years earlier. The annexation of Portugal by Philip II in 1580, and with it Portuguese possessions in Africa, the Far East, and  Brazil, had translated Spain’s already vast empire into truly global proportions, the first empire in history “on which the sun never set.” Philip believed that his divinely appointed duty was not only to spread the Catholic faith to the millions of his new subjects in distant lands but also to defend the faith against heretics closer to home. As the queen watched Spain’s empire reach its zenith, she knew that sooner or later the full force of Spanish arms would be turned against her own realm.23


Initial English efforts to establish New World colonies were a complete failure.24 Martin Frobisher’s three voyages between 1576 and 1578 to Meta Incognita, the southern shore of Baffin Island, in search of gold and a northwest passage around the top of the American continent to the Orient, ended in bankruptcy and ruin. A few years later, Sir Humphrey Gilbert’s scheme to establish plantations in Newfoundland and along the North American seaboard was also a disaster and resulted in a total financial loss and Gilbert’s death at sea.25


To the south, in the warm, tropical waters of the Caribbean, English privateers enjoyed better fortune. John Hawkins and Francis Drake, among a host of others, plundered gold, silver, pearls, and precious commodities carried by Spanish treasure fleets and pillaged Spain’s possessions in the West Indies and along the Spanish Main. Even so, despite notable achievements such as Drake’s daring raid on a mule train taking a fortune in Peruvian silver to Nombre de Dios on the coast of Panama in 1573, and his voyage around the world between 1577 and 1580, the English had still not succeeded in establishing a single New World colony.26


 



ROANOKE, OFF THE COAST of North Carolina, was England’s most important attempt at establishing a permanent settlement in the New World before Jamestown. When news reached London that Gilbert had perished at sea, the queen’s new favorite, Walter Ralegh, wasted little time in petitioning her for exclusive rights to explore and colonize North America. His palatial residence in London, Durham House, became the cockpit of his colonization plans for the next twenty years:  There he gathered a remarkable group of men who brought together scientific knowledge and practical experience. John Dee, assisted by the young polymath, Thomas Hariot, schooled mariners on navigation and astronomy and prepared the maps and charts that would guide them through American waters; Simon Fernandes, an Azorean pilot who had made many Atlantic crossings, knew the most convenient sea routes and, familiar with the North American coast, would pilot voyages; and John White, an artist who had been with Martin Frobisher on his second voyage, was given the task of making accurate drawings of the land, its peoples, and flora and fauna.27


Why Ralegh chose to plant a colony along the mid-Atlantic coast is unclear. The decision may have been influenced by his reluctance to risk the same fate as his half brother, Gilbert, who in far northern waters searched for a northwest passage; but, more likely, he saw opportunities to check the advance of the Spanish in North America from a fortification well to the north of earlier French settlements in Florida (and therefore less open to attack), yet still within easy reach of the important sea lanes of the Caribbean and western Atlantic. A colony that would lay claim to North America for England and serve also as a base from which to launch raids on Spanish silver fleets would have had obvious appeal to him as well as to potential investors.

Following a successful reconnaissance voyage in 1584 that brought back glowing reports of the Outer Banks (as well as two Indians, Manteo and Wanchese), a small garrison of a little more than a hundred men was established on Roanoke Island the following year under the command of Ralph Lane, an experienced soldier and a veteran of Irish campaigns.28 When Lane wrote back to England from “the new Fort in Virginia” in September 1585, he expressed high hopes for the colony: “It is the goodliest and most pleasing territorie of the world” he reported, “(for the soile [continent] is of an huge unknowen greatnesse, and very wel peopled and towned, though savagelie) and the climate so wholesome, that we have not had one sicke, since we touched land here.” If the country could be settled by the English and stocked with horses and cattle, he concluded, “no realme in Christendome” would be comparable to it. All sorts of commodities produced in Spain, France, Italy, and “the East parts” were to be found in great abundance in Virginia—wines, oils, flax, resins, pitch, currants, sugars—and required only labor to cultivate them.29[image: 006]
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Explorations during the summer revealed a low, flat country, heavily wooded—except for marshlands and occasional Indian clearings—and drained by many rivers that flowed into an inner “Sea” (modern day Currituck, Albemarle, and Pamlico Sounds). The one major disadvantage of the region was the shallowness of the waters in the Sounds, which were unsuitable for large vessels. Consequently, as winter approached, Lane decided to send out an exploratory party in search of a deep-water harbor where the colony could be relocated the following year.

An expedition that included Thomas Hariot and John White traveled northward through Currituck Sound, along the coast, and into the Chesapeake Bay. The party first explored the area around Lynnhaven Bay and then proceeded along the shore to the Elizabeth River, which they followed inland for about fifteen miles to Skicoac, the principal town of the Chesapeake people. The explorers were impressed by what they saw. The area was well wooded and fertile, and there could be no doubt of suitable anchorages for ocean-going vessels in the many large rivers. During the winter, the expedition moved farther inland to the Nansemond River; they might also have made a brief exploration of the tip of the James-York peninsula before returning the way they came to Roanoke in late February or early March 1586.30


Soon after Hariot and White returned, Lane mounted an expedition westwards into the interior. Following the waters of Albemarle Sound to their head, Lane then sailed up the Chowan River where he encountered the aged chief of the Chowanoc people, Menatonon, at his capital. There, Lane received unexpected good news. From the chief and his son, Skiko, Lane learned of a land to the west; this territory was inhabited by the Mangoags, who traded for a “marveilous and most strange Minerall” known as “Wassador,” brought from mines in a distant country called Chaunis Temoatan. As Menatonon had probably guessed, here was a story to whet the appetites of the English: Not only was there the possibility of discovering gold mines, or, at the very  least, large quantities of copper, but near the mountains where the mines were said to be located was a great sea that could be the Pacific.

Menatonon also told Lane about a province bordering the sea, three days farther upriver and four days overland to the northeast, ruled by a powerful king whose seat was on an island in a bay. Menatonon reported that the king had such great quantities of pearls that not only was he adorned with them, but also his chief men and followers, and his “beds, and houses [were] garnished with them . . . that it [was] a wonder to see.” He traded with white men, but Menatonon advised Lane to go only with a strong force and plenty of provisions, for “that king would be loth to suffer any strangers to enter into his Countrey, and especially to meddle with the fishing of any Pearle there, and that hee was able to make a great many of men into the fielde, which he sayd would fight very well.” Although Lane could not have possibly foreseen its significance, this was the first time the English had heard of Wahunsonacock.31


As it turned out, Lane would have no opportunity to pursue further explorations into the interior or to the Chesapeake Bay. When he returned to Roanoke Island, hostilities with local peoples, notably the neighboring Secotans, intensified. Over the next few months there were several pitched battles, and the Secotan chief, Wingina, was killed. Without the support of local Indians, Lane could not see how the colony could survive. He decided to abandon the colony as soon as possible. He got his chance in June, when a large fleet commanded by Sir Francis Drake, which had been asked by Ralegh to call in at the colony after cruising in the West Indies, arrived off the Outer Banks and offered to take the men back to England.32


The collapse of Lane’s colony might have been the end of the matter, but one more dramatic scene was to be played out. Roanoke had proved unsuitable because its shallow waters could not accommodate ocean-going vessels, but the discovery of fertile lands farther north on the Chesapeake Bay seemed to hold greater potential. Perhaps a settlement could be established there that would serve as a harbor for English ships and provide a base from which to organize expeditions into the interior and attacks on the Spanish. The new colony, sponsored by Ralegh under the leadership of John White, was therefore to  be established on the Chesapeake Bay. Conceived differently from the first expedition, White’s would be made up of civilians (including families as well as single men) instead of soldiers, who would not antagonize local peoples as Lane’s men had done, and would be largely self-sufficient, developing the sorts of commodities promoted enthusiastically by Hakluyt.33


Departing from Plymouth in early May, three ships carrying 117 colonists—including seventeen women and nine children—arrived off the Outer Banks in mid-July, where White intended to inquire about the fate of a small garrison of fifteen men left on Roanoke Island the previous year shortly after Lane’s departure. What followed was a fiasco. The pilot, Fernandes, refused to take the colonists any farther, claiming it was already late in the season for privateering ventures and that his men wanted to get back to the Caribbean as soon as possible. Whether this was really the reason is uncertain, but in any event, after six weeks on the island it had become clear following attacks on the settlers that the Secotans and other neighboring Indians were as hostile to the new colony as they had been to Lane’s.

The colonists decided that White should return to England with Fernandes, alert their backers to the unlikely turn of events, and raise fresh supplies. In the meantime, they would move about fifty miles inland; there, they might find Indians less hostile and so be able to support themselves through the fall and winter until White got back. White left at the end of August but for various reasons was unable to return for three years. By this time, the colonists had disappeared, leaving only an indication that they (or some of them) had moved to the nearby island of Croatoan. Nothing more was heard of them for the next twenty years.34


The failure of Roanoke stemmed from many causes. Politically, the times were not auspicious. In the spring and summer of 1588, England faced the threat of losing control of the English Channel to a great Spanish Armada and invasion by the armies of Philip II. At the critical moment when a relief expedition mounted by Ralegh was ready to sail for Roanoke, it was prevented from leaving by the invasion scare. More generally, the sea war against Spain that had steadily escalated in  the 1580s—during which scores of privateers set out to plunder Spanish treasure fleets and New World settlements—had a mixed influence on colonizing schemes in this period. A garrison at Roanoke might be effective as a privateering base because English mariners could thus replenish supplies and repair their ships without having to return home; but the attraction of cruising the Caribbean for rich prizes undermined attempts to establish permanent settlements.

The simple fact was that privateering offered better and quicker returns than colonizing schemes. Masters and their crews were far more interested in the prospect of taking richly laden Spanish galleons than in seeing to the needs of a fledgling colony that held little likelihood of showing financial return in the short-term. A single prize, such as the Santa Maria de San Vincente, captured by Grenville on his return from Roanoke in 1585, was worth at least £12,000 or £15,000, possibly two or three times more. By comparison, the value of salable products brought back from Virginia was insignificant. With open war against Spain after 1585, profits from raiding Spanish possessions in the West Indies and the Spanish Main, as well as from the capture of treasure and merchant ships, were potentially enormous.35


Despite its failure, Roanoke had a continuing influence on future colonizing efforts. Richard Hakluyt and other writers such as Thomas Hariot, whose Brief and True Report of the New Found Land of Virginia was published in 1588, had crafted a coherent argument in favor of colonization and described the means by which colonies would benefit their sponsors, settlers, and the nation. England had staked a claim to the mid-Atlantic seaboard and maintained colonies there for several years. The possibility that Ralegh’s settlers had survived somewhere along the coast became an important argument in favor of English claims to the region and provided a direct link to the colony founded later on the Chesapeake Bay.




Virginia Venture

By the time the English once again attempted to establish permanent settlements in North America in the early years of the seventeenth  century, the entire complexion of western planting had changed. Queen Elizabeth I died in March 1603 and was succeeded by King James I in a smooth transition of government that was achieved with little political disruption. Because the king did not wish to continue the sea war against Spain, he quickly negotiated a peace treaty ending the plunder of Spanish shipping and possessions; yet he had no intention of renouncing English claims to the American mainland north of Florida.

Outspoken in his condemnation of piracy in the Atlantic and Caribbean, James nevertheless gave tacit support to some influential public men and merchants from Plymouth, Bristol, and London who sought to establish colonies along the northeastern seaboard. Men such as Sir Thomas Smythe, head of the East India Company; Sir John Popham, Lord Chief Justice of the King’s Bench; and Sir Ferdinando Gorges, governor of the fort at Plymouth, involved as they were in numerous public and private enterprises, advocated creating a chartered company, with state backing, which would advance settlements in North America while spreading the considerable costs (and risks) among investors.36


Precisely how the early Jamestown venture originated is unclear. Captain John Smith credits Bartholomew Gosnold the role of “one of the first movers” of the plantation, “having many years solicited many of his friends, but found small assistants [assistance].” Gosnold came from a well-connected Suffolk family, was known to Richard Hakluyt, and had married a cousin of Sir Thomas Smythe’s. He had gone to sea, initially as a privateer and then as an explorer. In 1602, he made a highly successful voyage to the coast of New England, where he traded with Indians for furs and gathered sassafras roots and cedarwood. It was he who likely involved his cousin, Edward Maria Wingfield, also from a distinguished family, who had served in Ireland and the Netherlands and knew Sir Ferdinando Gorges, a fellow prisoner of war in Flanders in 1588. Wingfield was sufficiently important to be named as one of the patentees in the first charter, the legal instrument that gave royal permission for the settlement of Virginia.

The third of the “first movers” was from a very different social background. John Smith was born in 1580 in the village of Willoughby, Lincolnshire, the son of a middling yeoman farmer. He was not cut out for the life of a farmer, however, and fixed his gaze on distant horizons. Like many footloose young men of his generation, he chose a military career, fighting first in northern France and the Netherlands and then with the imperial army of Archduke Ferdinand of Austria against the Turks in central and eastern Europe. After five years of many “brave adventures,” among which was the extraordinary feat of killing three Turkish champions one after the other in hand-to-hand combat, he returned to England in 1604 a worldly and battle-hardened gentleman-knight. Weary of war but casting about for new adventure, he heard of Gosnold’s efforts to raise support for a colony in America. With money in his purse left over from his travels, he chose to join the venture. 37


Between them, Gosnold, Wingfield, and Smith managed to attract the backing of several other gentleman but, as Smith later recalled, “nothing could be effected” until “certaine of the Nobilitie, Gentry, and Marchants” became involved in the summer of 1605, notably Popham and the king’s first minister, Robert Cecil (the Earl of Salisbury), who brought a coalition of West Country and London merchants together under the aegis of the crown. Merchants in Plymouth and Bristol were anxious to exploit the fish, oil, furs, and timber of New England, and their London counterparts, with their connections to the Mediterranean and the Levant, were keen to promote colonies that would produce commodities traditionally imported from southern Europe, as well as the kinds of industrial crops—tobacco, hops, hemp, flax, rape, and woad—that were being intensively cultivated on marginal lands near London and elsewhere in southern and central England.38


Pushed through by Lord Chief Justice Popham, the royal charter of April 10, 1606, divided the North American coast into two distinct spheres of interest. The Plymouth Company (including merchants and financiers from Bristol, Exeter, and smaller West Country outports) was granted the right to settle an area not then “actuallie possessed by anie Christian Prince or people” between latitudes 38 degrees and 45 degrees, stretching from the Chesapeake Bay to just above present-day Bangor, Maine. A second company, representing London merchants, was allowed to establish a colony to the south somewhere between Cape Fear, North Carolina, and New York (latitudes 34 degrees and 41 degrees). Neither company was granted exclusive rights to all the territory within the regions specified, but each was permitted to establish a settlement within those bounds and given jurisdiction over lands fifty miles north and south, a hundred inland, and a hundred out to sea.[image: 008]
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To govern the enterprise and to ensure that national interests did not become subordinated to those of the two companies, a royal council made up of thirteen members appointed by the king and called the “Counsell of Virginia” was created. The Virginia Council oversaw the affairs of both companies and was made up of men divided between the two groups, all of whom were prominent investors actively involved in sponsoring the ventures. Government in the colonies would be undertaken by local councils that would carry out the instructions of the Virginia Council in London.

Two separate colonies were to go forward simultaneously under the same terms as set out in the charter; they would be sponsored by two separate companies whose leading members sat on the royal council. Seemingly a clumsy arrangement, it was in fact a pragmatic expression of the different priorities of West Country and London merchants. It also had the merit of uniting national and private interests to create a common approach to the founding of the colonies.

The geographic bounds set out in the charter were also pragmatic. By the opening of the seventeenth century it was becoming clear that if Spanish warships remained a threat along much of the coast from Florida to South Carolina, and the French were moving into the Gulf of St. Lawrence and Canada, to have any real chance of success English colonizing projects would necessarily have to be located somewhere along the nine hundred miles from Cape Fear to Nova Scotia. New England presented one possibility; the other was the Chesapeake.39


 



ON THE EVE OF THE JAMESTOWN expedition, only a handful of Englishmen had ever seen the Chesapeake Bay. Thomas Hariot and John White had led an exploratory party to the Elizabeth River area and wintered there in 1585-1586, and a mariner sent by Ralegh, Samuel Mace, may have reconnoitered the larger rivers of the Bay in 1603. Relatively little was known about the region, especially in comparison to what was known about New England, which had recently seen at least three successful expeditions, including that of Gosnold, in as many years. Few could have foreseen in 1606 that Virginia, not New England, would become the first major site of English colonization in America or that the price paid would be so bloody.

The Indians of Tsenacommacah knew even less about the far-away lands of the strangers who periodically visited their shores. Aside from Don Luís, Wanchese, Manteo, and a few unnamed others, none had traveled to the distant nations across the sea and returned to tell the tale. Europeans had first arrived in the Chesapeake or coasted its waters some eighty years before, but, with the important exception of the Spanish attack instigated by Pedro Menéndez, they had posed little discernible threat. Every fifteen to twenty years, one or two ships entered the Bay; but they soon disappeared over the horizon, leaving little or no trace of their fleeting visits. In the light of previous experience, the Powhatans could not possibly have imagined the numbers of English settlers who would arrive during the next few years or understood their purpose. The two worlds of the English and Powhatan were rapidly converging and would soon collide in a series of violent encounters along the James River, changing both forever.






2

THE “PEARL AND THE GOLD”


ON A RAW DECEMBER DAY, three small ships slipped quietly down the Thames on the ebb tide, their departure unnoticed except perhaps by a few friends, relatives, and curious onlookers who gathered along the riverside to watch the little fleet pass by. The largest of the three, the heavily armed merchantman Susan Constant (120 tons), was packed to the gunnels with supplies and carried seventy-one passengers and crew, including the expedition’s most experienced mariner, Captain Christopher Newport. A highly successful privateer, he had made many voyages to the Caribbean and had taken part in the sacking of numerous Spanish towns and capture of prize ships. He knew as much about American waters as any Englishman alive and was given sole command of the fleet until the expedition reached Virginia.1


Following closely behind the admiral, as the lead ship was known, was the Godspeed, commanded by Bartholomew Gosnold, which, although less than half the size of her companion, nevertheless carried fifty-two men. At the rear was the tiny pinnace Discovery, of just 20 tons, captained by John Ratcliffe (alias Sicklemore), a mysterious  character whose background is unknown. She carried twenty-one men crowded together on her decks wherever they could find space in between the clutter of provisions and equipment. Altogether, 144 mariners and adventurers set out from Blackwall docks to the east of London in the last days of 1606 to found an English colony somewhere on the Chesapeake Bay.2


Who were these “first Planters” and what led them to embark for Virginia? Leaving aside the crew, between a third and a half were described as gentlemen. Many had been recruited by Gosnold, Wingfield, and the wealthy London merchant, Sir Thomas Smythe, one of the expedition’s principal financial backers. Like Captain John Smith, Wingfield, and Newport, several were ex-soldiers and privateers who had fought against the Spanish or in the Irish wars. The two Anthony Gosnolds (father and son) and John and George Martin either were relatives of leading members of the expedition or had served with them elsewhere. Captain Gabriel Archer had been with Bartholomew Gosnold on his voyage to New England, and Richard Crofts may have known Wingfield in Ireland. At least two of the party, Captain George Kendall and William Brewster, were in the pay of Lord Salisbury, and it is likely that someone (possibly Kendall) was a Spanish spy. Most of the gentry were in their twenties and thirties, and some of them, such as George Percy, brother of Henry, the 9th Earl of Northumberland, were younger sons seeking their fortunes in a venture that offered the prospect of soldiering and plunder.
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