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The Founding of Jamestown

In December of 1606, three small ships—the Susan Constant, the Godspeed, and the Discovery—drifted away from their moorings on the River Thames in London and began a voyage that would fundamentally alter the course of North American history. Aboard these vessels, a collection of 144 men and boys pressed together in cramped, unsanitary conditions, embarking on a mission that was part commercial venture, part national ambition, and part desperate gamble. They carried with them the hopes of investors who had pooled their money into the Virginia Company of London, a joint-stock enterprise chartered by King James I with the explicit goal of establishing an English colony in the Chesapeake region of North America. What they did not carry, however, was any real understanding of what awaited them on the far side of the Atlantic Ocean. The founding of Jamestown would become one of the most harrowing and consequential episodes in early American history, a story of catastrophic miscalculation, staggering human suffering, unexpected survival, and the fragile roots of what would eventually grow into British America. The settlement that barely survived its first years would ultimately become the first permanent English colony in North America, but that outcome was anything but certain as those three small vessels fought against winter gales and the vast, indifferent expanse of the sea.

The English had been slow to join the race for New World colonies. Throughout the sixteenth century, Spain had built a vast and wealthy empire in the Americas, extracting enormous quantities of gold and silver from Mexico and Peru and establishing a network of missions, settlements, and administrative centers that stretched from Florida to the southern tip of South America. The French had established a foothold in Canada, and the Dutch were beginning to explore commercial opportunities along the Hudson River. England, by contrast, had experienced a series of failed colonial experiments, from the lost colony of Roanoke in the 1580s to various abortive attempts in Newfoundland and elsewhere. But by the early years of the seventeenth century, a combination of factors had converged to make another English colonial attempt not merely desirable but politically and economically necessary. The English population was growing, and the domestic economy struggled to absorb the increasing number of young men who could not find steady work or land of their own. The principle of primogeniture, by which eldest sons inherited family estates while younger sons received little, had created a class of restless, ambitious men with few prospects at home. At the same time, English merchants and aristocrats had watched with envy as Spanish galleons carried staggering wealth back to Seville year after year. If England could establish its own American colonies, perhaps it too could tap into the riches of the New World—not only precious metals but also valuable commodities like timber, furs, and agricultural products that could be sold for profit in European markets.

The Virginia Company of London, granted its charter in April of 1606, was designed to achieve these multiple goals. Unlike the Spanish model of direct royal control, the Virginia Company operated as a joint-stock enterprise, meaning that investors purchased shares and expected to receive a portion of any profits the colony generated. This was a distinctly English approach to colonization, one that placed the financial risk and potential reward in the hands of private investors rather than the crown. The company’s charter granted it the authority to establish a colony somewhere along the coast of North America between what is now Cape Fear and the Hudson River, and it promised the colonists who went to Virginia that they would enjoy the same rights and liberties as Englishmen who remained at home. This promise of English liberties would become a recurring theme in the history of British America, though its application would prove uneven and contested in practice. The king, for his part, retained ultimate sovereignty over the colony but outsourced the costs and management of the enterprise to the company’s investors and leaders. It was a pragmatic arrangement, but one that would also produce considerable friction in the years ahead as the colony struggled to survive and the company’s expectations collided with the harsh realities of the American landscape.

The fleet departed from London in late December, a poor time of year to begin an Atlantic crossing. The ships encountered fierce storms that separated them and damaged rigging and supplies. The passengers and crew endured weeks of miserable conditions below deck, where seasickness, spoiled food, and the stench of unwashed bodies combined to create an almost unbearable environment. By the time the ships reached the Caribbean and stopped for fresh water and provisions, several of the colonists had already died. But the survivors pressed on, and in late April of 1607, after a voyage of nearly four months, they sighted the land they had traveled so far to find. The Chesapeake Bay, with its enormous estuary and countless tributaries, must have appeared as a kind of promise to men who had seen nothing but ocean for weeks on end. The ships sailed slowly into the bay, exploring the coastline and searching for a suitable location to establish their settlement. What they found was a landscape of astonishing abundance: forests filled with game, rivers teeming with fish and oysters, and soil that appeared dark and rich. But they also found that this land was already occupied by powerful Native American societies that had no intention of surrendering their territory without resistance.

The colonists selected a site for their settlement approximately forty miles up the James River, which they named in honor of their king. The location, a peninsula formed by a sharp bend in the river, seemed strategically advantageous: it was easily defensible, with deep water anchorage that would allow ships to dock directly at the settlement, and it was far enough inland to provide some protection against Spanish naval attack. The colonists named their new home Jamestown, again honoring the monarch whose charter had made their expedition possible, and they immediately set about constructing a fort and the first crude buildings. But the site they had chosen would prove to be a disastrous choice. The peninsula was low-lying and marshy, surrounded by brackish water that rose and fell with the tide. The river water was contaminated with salt and sewage, and the surrounding swamps bred clouds of mosquitoes that carried diseases the English had never encountered. The drinking water at Jamestown was, for much of the year, barely potable, and the summer heat brought oppressive humidity that added to the colonists’ misery. In their haste to establish a defensible position, the English had settled on ground that was literally poisoning them. The location that seemed so promising from the deck of a ship would become a death trap for hundreds of men who had crossed an ocean in search of a better life.

The first months at Jamestown were marked by chaos, poor planning, and a catastrophic death toll. The colonists, most of whom were gentlemen with no experience in farming, building, or manual labor, had expected to find gold and other easily accessible wealth. They had not expected to build a functioning agricultural settlement from scratch. The Virginia Company had provided some supplies, but not nearly enough to sustain the colony through its first year, and the company had woefully underestimated the amount of food, tools, and other necessities that a successful colony would require. The colonists wasted precious weeks searching for gold rather than planting crops or constructing adequate shelter, and by the summer of 1607, sickness had begun to ravage the settlement. The combination of contaminated water, poor nutrition, and mosquito-borne diseases like malaria and dysentery proved devastating. Men who had been healthy and strong when they arrived in Virginia were reduced to emaciated, feverish shells within weeks. By September, barely five months after the ships had landed, nearly half of the original 144 colonists were dead. The dead were buried in unmarked graves, their names and stories lost to history except for the occasional mention in a survivor’s journal or letter.

What saved Jamestown from complete collapse during those first terrible years was the leadership of Captain John Smith, a soldier, adventurer, and accomplished self-promoter who had joined the expedition after a varied career that included fighting in wars against the Ottoman Empire and being captured and enslaved. Smith was not an easy man to like. He was arrogant, boastful, and prone to exaggerating his own accomplishments. But he possessed qualities that proved essential to the colony’s survival: pragmatism, physical courage, and an unyielding determination to impose order on chaos. In the fall of 1607, Smith took command of the colony’s governing council and implemented policies that ran directly counter to the expectations of the gentlemen who had expected to live off the labor of others. Smith famously declared that any man who refused to work would also refuse to eat, a radical departure from the assumptions about class and labor that most Englishmen brought with them across the Atlantic. Under his leadership, the colonists were organized into work details assigned to specific tasks: building fortifications, cutting timber, fishing, and—most critically—planting crops. Smith also undertook diplomatic and trading missions to the surrounding Native American communities, recognizing that the colony could not survive without access to Indian corn and other food supplies.

The most famous episode in the early history of Jamestown involves Smith’s capture by a hunting party led by Opechancanough, a war captain of the Powhatan Confederacy. According to Smith’s own account, written years after the fact, he was brought before the paramount chief Powhatan, whose personal name was Wahunsonacock, and was about to be executed when Powhatan’s young daughter, Pocahontas, threw herself over Smith’s body to save his life. This story has become one of the enduring myths of American history, an origin tale of romance and rescue that generations of schoolchildren have learned as a foundational moment in the nation’s past. But the truth is almost certainly more complicated and less romantic. Smith had a habit of embellishing his adventures, and his account of the Pocahontas rescue grew more elaborate with each retelling. Many historians now believe that what Smith interpreted as an execution was actually a ritual adoption ceremony, in which Powhatan was incorporating Smith into the confederacy as a subordinate chief, or werowance. The participation of Pocahontas, who would have been about ten or eleven years old at the time, may have been a formal part of this ritual rather than a spontaneous act of heroism. Whether the rescue occurred as Smith described it or not, what matters is that the encounter established a relationship between the English and the Powhatan Confederacy that would shape the course of Jamestown’s early years. Smith returned to the colony with provisions and a tenuous peace that allowed the English to survive another winter.

The Powhatan Confederacy, which controlled much of the Tidewater region of Virginia, was not a single tribe but a complex political alliance of approximately thirty Algonquian-speaking groups bound together under the authority of Wahunsonacock, who ruled from his capital at Werowocomoco on the York River. The confederacy included perhaps fifteen thousand people, making it a formidable military and political power that far outstripped the few hundred English settlers at Jamestown. Wahunsonacock had inherited a position of considerable authority, but his power depended on his ability to manage competing interests among the various groups within the confederacy and to maintain the flow of tribute and military support that sustained his paramountcy. The arrival of the English presented both opportunities and dangers. On one hand, the newcomers possessed manufactured goods—copper, glass beads, iron tools, and, most significantly, firearms—that were valuable trade items that could enhance Wahunsonacock’s prestige and power relative to rival chiefs. On the other hand, the English were settling on land that Wahunsonacock regarded as his territory, and they showed no inclination to subordinate themselves to his authority. They built a fort, planted English crops, and seemed intent on staying permanently. For the first several years, Wahunsonacock pursued a strategy of cautious engagement, providing food to the starving colonists in exchange for manufactured goods and attempting to incorporate the English into his political network as a subordinate group. But as the English population grew and their demands for land increased, this arrangement became increasingly untenable.

The relationship between the English and the Powhatan people was characterized by a dangerous and unstable mixture of cooperation and violence. Periods of trade and relative peace alternated with raids, kidnappings, and brutal retaliations. The English depended on Powhatan food to survive the winters of 1607 through 1610, but they resented their dependence and frequently attempted to extort provisions through threats and force. Smith, for all his diplomatic skills, was not above kidnapping Native children or burning villages when he believed the Powhatan were not providing enough food. The Powhatan, for their part, attempted to confine the English to the Jamestown peninsula and to prevent them from expanding into the interior. But the English, desperate for land and frustrated by their inability to produce enough food themselves, continued to push outward. The colony survived the first years, but it survived on the edge of disaster, with the majority of each new wave of immigrants dying within months of arrival. Between 1607 and 1610, approximately five hundred colonists arrived in Virginia. By the spring of 1610, fewer than one hundred remained alive. The colony was, by any reasonable measure, a catastrophic failure, a sinkhole of human life and investor capital that had produced nothing but corpses and disappointment.

The winter of 1609–1610, known to history as the Starving Time, represented the absolute nadir of Jamestown’s early existence. Relations with the Powhatan Confederacy had deteriorated to the point that the English could no longer obtain food through trade. A supply fleet that was supposed to arrive in the fall of 1609 was scattered by a hurricane, and the colony was left entirely isolated. The food stores ran out by December. What followed was a nightmare of starvation and desperation that left an indelible mark on the survivors and on the historical memory of English colonization. The colonists ate dogs, cats, rats, mice, and snakes. They boiled shoe leather for the nutrients it contained. They dug up buried corpses to consume whatever flesh remained on the bones. One colonist, a man named Daniel Tucker whose wife had recently died, wrote in his journal that her body was exhumed and consumed while he was away from the settlement hunting. By the time spring arrived and English ships finally appeared on the river, only sixty of the approximately three hundred colonists who had been alive at the start of the winter remained. Many of those who survived did so only through acts of cannibalism that they would spend the rest of their lives trying to forget. The archaeological evidence recovered from Jamestown in recent years has confirmed these accounts: the bones of a fourteen-year-old girl, given the name Jane by researchers, show clear evidence of butchering and consumption, offering grim physical proof of the depths to which the starving colonists descended.

The survivors of the Starving Time had resolved to abandon Jamestown entirely, to return to England and admit that the Virginia enterprise had failed. In June of 1610, they boarded the ships that had finally arrived with supplies and prepared to sail down the James River and out of American history. But as they descended the river, they encountered another fleet of ships, this one commanded by Thomas West, Lord De La Warr, who had been appointed governor of Virginia and arrived with supplies, soldiers, and explicit instructions to maintain the colony at all costs. De La Warr ordered the colonists to turn back, and they obeyed, though one can only imagine the despair that must have gripped them as they watched the open water disappear behind them and the low-lying fort of Jamestown reappear on the horizon. De La Warr imposed martial law on the colony, instituting a strict code of discipline that included the death penalty for desertion, theft, and a range of other offenses. The colony would survive, but it would survive through terror rather than cooperation, through the lash and the gallows rather than through any sense of common purpose or community.

The transformation that finally allowed Jamestown to become a permanent, self-sustaining settlement came not from military discipline, however, but from a humble plant that would forever change the course of American history. Tobacco had been cultivated by Native Americans for centuries before the arrival of Europeans, and it had become a popular but controversial luxury in England during the late sixteenth century. But the tobacco that the English knew was a mild variety grown in the Caribbean, and it did not appeal strongly to English tastes. In 1612, a colonist named John Rolfe, who had arrived in Virginia two years earlier after surviving a shipwreck that claimed the life of his first wife, obtained seeds of a sweeter, more potent strain of tobacco from the Spanish colonies in the Caribbean. Rolfe planted these seeds in the Virginia soil, and the result was a crop that proved enormously popular in England. The Jamestown tobacco was, by all accounts, far superior to the Caribbean variety that English smokers had previously known. It was smoother, more aromatic, and delivered a more satisfying experience. Demand exploded, and English merchants began paying premium prices for Virginia leaf. For the first time since its founding, Jamestown had found a cash crop that could generate the profits that the Virginia Company’s investors had been promised.

The tobacco boom transformed every aspect of life in colonial Virginia. The crop required vast amounts of land, as tobacco cultivation rapidly exhausted soil fertility and forced planters to clear new fields every few years. It required a large labor force, as the work of planting, tending, harvesting, and curing the leaves was labor-intensive and could not be performed by a single farmer alone. And it required a system of land distribution that would reward those who could bring the most resources to bear on production. The Virginia Company responded to these demands by abandoning its original communal model of landholding and instituting a system of private property that granted each colonist a parcel of land to farm for his own profit. In 1618, the company introduced the headright system, under which any colonist who paid his own way to Virginia, or who paid the passage of another person, received fifty acres of land. This system had two profound effects. First, it encouraged the immigration of large numbers of English men and women to Virginia, as anyone who could afford to pay their own passage could claim land. Second, it created a powerful incentive for wealthy planters to import indentured servants, whose labor would allow them to plant more tobacco and generate even greater profits. The headright system concentrated land in the hands of a relatively small number of wealthy planters while creating a large class of landless laborers who worked for wages or in exchange for their passage.

The success of tobacco also accelerated the expansion of English settlement beyond the confines of the Jamestown peninsula. As planters sought fresh land for their tobacco fields, they pushed up the James River and into the surrounding countryside, establishing new plantations that encroached further and further on Powhatan territory. The colonists no longer needed the Native Americans for
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