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thought about acquiring colonies in America filled with loving na-
tive peoples and abounding in exotic natural products that all the
world would crave as well as less exotic ones that England could not
do without. In 1607 the Virginia Company was intent on presenting
such a colony to England.

Under the spur of imaginative patriots like the Hakluyts, men
with capital had already for several decades been investing in over-
seas trading ventures, to the Levant, to the East Indies, to Russia
(above which they had hoped to find a shorter route to the Fast);
and many of the same men joined in the Virginia Company, which
was also a trading venture. But in order to produce profits, Virginia
could not be a mere trading post, like those which Englishmen were
establishing in other parts of the world, where it was necessary only
to unload English goods and take on native ones. Virginia would
have to be an expansion of England itself, but with improvements.
Englishmen would have to live there and themselves produce articles
of trade that they could not or would not produce at home. The
natives were expected to help, but first they would have to be
shown how.

The men, then, who sailed up the James River in the spring of
1607 bore a heavy burden of expectation. They were to create a
biracial society that would remedy England’s deficiencies. In Virginia
they faced a people who had some of the same shortcomings, as well
as—from the English point of view at least—a few of their own. The
Virginia Company had sent the idle to teach the idle. And they had
sent, as it turned out, a quarrelsome band of gentlemen and servants
to bring freedom to the free. It was a formula for disaster.

THE JAMESTOWN
FIASCO

o T:IE first wave of Englishmen
reached Virginia at Cape Henry, the southern headland at the open-

ing of Chesapeake Bay, on April 26, 1607. The same day their trou-

bles began. The Indians of the Cape Henry region (the Chesa-
peakes), when they found a party of twenty or thirty strangers
walking about on their territory, drove them back to the ships they
came on. It was not the last Indian victory, but it was no more effec-
tive than later ones. In spite of troubles, the English were there to
stay. They spent until May 14 exploring Virginia’s broad waters and
then chose a site that fitted the formula Hakluyt had prescribed.
The place which they named Jamestown, on the James (formerly
Powhatan) River, was inland from the capes about sixty miles, am-
ple distance for warning of a Spanish invasion by sea. It was sitnated
on a peninsula, making it easily defensible by land; and the river was
navigable by oceangoing ships for another seventy-five miles into
the interior, thus giving access to other tribes in case the local In-
dians should prove as unfriendly as the Chesapeakes.!

Captain Christopher Newport had landed the settlers in time to
plant something for a harvest that year if they put their minds to it.
After a week, in which they built a fort for protection, Newport
and twenty-one others took a small boat and headed up the river on
a diplomatic and reconnoitering mission, while the settlers behind
set about the crucial business of planting corn. Newport paused at
various Indian villages along the way and assured the people, as best

1Smith, Travels and Works, 1, 5-6, o1; Barbour, Jamestouwn Voyages, |,
168—70; 11, 378-80.
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he could, of the friendship of the English and of his readiness to
assist them against their enemies. Newport gathered correctly from
his attempted conversations that one man, Powhatan, ruled the
whole area above Jamestown, as far as the falls at the present sive of
Richmond. His enemies, the Monacans, lived above the falls (where
they might be difficult to reach if Powhatan proved unfriendly).
Newport also surmised, iqgorrectly, that the Chesapeake Indians
who had attacked him at Cape Henry were not under Powhatan's
dominion. He accordingly tried to make an alliance against the
Chesapeakes and Monacans with a local chief whom he mistook for
Powhatan. At the same time, he planted a cross with the name of
King James on it (to establish English dominion) and tried to ex-
plain to the somewhat bewildered and justifiably suspicious owners
of the country that one arm of the cross was Powhatan, the other
himself, and that the fastening of them together signified the league
between them.?

If the Indians understood, they were apparently unimpressed,
for three days later, returning to Jamestown; Newport found that
two hundred of Powhatan's warriors * had attacked the fort the day
before and had only been prevented from destroying it by fire from
the ships. The settlers had been engaged in planting and had not yet
unpacked their guns from the cases in which they were shipped.
That was a mistake they were not likely to repeat. But for the next
ten years they seem to have made nearly every possible mistake and
some that seem almost impossible. It would take 2 book longer than
this to recount them all, and the story has already been told many
times. But if we are to understand the heritage of these ten disastrous
years for later Virginia history, we should look at a few of the more
puzzling episodes and then try to fathom the forces behind them.

Skip over the first couple of years, when it was easy for Eng-
Jishmen to make mistakes in the strange new world to which they
had come, and look at Jamestown in the winter of 1609-10. It is
three planting seasons since the colony began. The settlers have
fallen into an uneasy truce with the Indians, punctuated by guerrilla
raids on both sides, but they have had plenty of time in which they
could have grown crops. They have obtained corn from the Indians

2 Smith, Travels and Works, 1, xl-lv, 6~7, 91-92; Barbour, Jemestown
Voyages, I, Bo—gs, 170—72; 11, 380.

8 Smith says 400, but Gabriel Archer, who says 200, gives a much
more demiled account of these days than Smith. Barbour, Jamestown

Voyages, 1, 9s.
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and supplies from England. They have firearms. Game abounds in
the woods; and Virginia's rivers are filled with sturgeon in the sum-
mer and covered with geese and ducks in the winter. There are five
hundred people in the colony now. And they are starving. They
scour the woods listlessly for nuts, roots, and berries. And they offer
the only duthentic examples of cannibalism witnessed in Virginia.
One provident man chops up his wife and salts down the pieces.
Others dig up graves to eat the corpses. By spring only sixty are
left alive.?

Another scene, a year later, in the spring of 1611. The sertlers
have been reinforced with more men and supplies from England.
The preceding winter has not been as gruesome as the one before,
thanks in part te corn obtained from the Indians.® But the colony

l/

still 1s not growing its own corn. The governor, Lord De la Warr, -

weakened by the winter, has returned to England for his health. His
replacement, Sir Thomas Dale, reaches Jamestown in May, a time
when all hands could have been used in planting. Dale finds nothing
planted except “some few seeds put into a private garden or two.” ¢
And the people he finds at “their daily and usuall workes, bowling
in the streetes.” 7

It is evident that the settlers, failing to plant for themselves, de-
pend heavily on the Indians for food. The Indians can finish them
off at any time simply by leaving the area. And the Indians know it.

'One of them tells the English flatly that “we can plant any where

. and we know that you cannot live if you want [ie., lack] our
harvest, and that reliefe we bring you.” 8 If the English drive out the
Indians, they will starve.

With that in mind, we look back a year on a scene in the sum-
mer following the starving, cannibal winter. It is August, when corn
is ripening. The governor has been negotiating with Powhatan about
some runaway Englishmen he is thought to be harboring. Powhatan

4 Smith, Travels and Works, 1, 170; 11, 308-99; Barbour, Jamestown
Voyages, 11, 460-61; George Percy, “A Trewe Relacyon of the Procedeinges
and Occurrentes of Momente which have hapned in Virginia from the
Tyme Sir Thomas Gates was shippwrackte uppon the Bermudes anno r16oo
until my departure outt of the Country which was anno Domini 1612,
Tyler's Quarterly Historical and Genealogical Magazine, 111 (1922), 160-82,
at 266-6g.

& Smith, Travels and Works, 11, 503.

T Hamor, True Discourse, 26.

8Smith, Travels and Works, 1, 152; Barbour, Jamestown Voyages, 11,

8 Brown, Genesis, 1, 491.

444-
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returns “noe other then prowde and disdaynefull Answers,” and so
the governor sends George Percy “to take Revendge upon the
Paspeheans and Chiconamians [Chickahominies],” the tribes closest
to Jamestown. Percy, the brother of the Earl of Northumberland
and the perennial second in command at Jamestown, takes a group
of soldiers up the James a few miles by boat and then marches inland
three miles to the prmcxpal town of the Paspaheghs. They fall upon
the town, kill fifteen or sixteen Indians, and capture the queen of
the tribe and her children.”

Percy then has his men burn the houses and “cutt downe their
Corne groweinge about the Towne.” He takes the queen and her
children back to his boats and embarks for Jamestown, but his men
“begin to murmur becawse the quene and her Children weare
spared.” Percy therefore obliges them by throwing the children
overboard “and shoteinge owtt their Braynes in the water.” Mean-
while he sends another party under Captain James Davis to attack
another* Indian town (presumably a Chickshominy town), where
again they cut down the corn and burn the houses. Upon returning
to Jamestown, Percy hears that the governor is displeased that the
queen of the Paspaheghs has been spared. Davis wants to burn her,
but Percy, “haveinge seene so mutche Bloodshedd that day,” insists
that she merely be put to the sword. So she is led away and stabbed.'®

Thus the English, unable or unwilling to feed themselves, con-
tinually demanding corn from the Indians, take pains to destroy
both the Indians and their corn.

One final scene. It is the spring of 1612, and Governor Dale 18
supervising the building of a fort at Henrico, near the present site of
Richmond. He pauses to deal with some of his men, Englishmen,
who have committed a serious crime. In the words of George Percy,
“Some he apointed to be hanged Some burned Some to be broken
upon wheles, others to be staked and some to be shott to death.” The
reason for such extremities was the seriousness of the erime and the
need to deter others from ir: *zll theis extreme and crewell tortures
he used and inflicted upon them to terrify the reste for Atrempting
the Lyke.” What, then, was the crime these men had committed?

They had run away to live with the Indians and had been recap-

tured.”?

? Percy, “Trewe Relacvon,” z71. 1 1bid., 280.
10 Ihid., 2:72—73.
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It is not easy to make sense out of the behavior displayed in
these episodes. How to explain the suicidal impulse that led the
hungry Enghsh to destroy the corn that might have fed them and to
commit atrocities upon the people who grew it?> And how to ac-
count for the seceming unwillingness or incapacity of the Engllsh to
feed themselves? Although they had invaded Indian territory and
quarreled with the owners, the difficulty of obtaining land was not
great. The Indians were no match for English weapons. Moreover,
since the Indians could afford to give up the land around Jamestown
as well as Henrico without seriously endangering their own econ-
omy, they made no concerted effort to drive the English out. Al-
though Indian attacks may have prevented the English from getting
a crop into the ground in time for a harvest in the fall of 1607, the
occasional Indian raids thereafter cannot explain the English failure
to grow food in succeeding years. How, then, can we account for
it?

‘The answer that comes first to mind is the poor organization
and direction of the colony. The government prescribed by the
charter placed full powers in a council appointed by the king, with
a president elected by the other members. The president had virtu-
ally no authority of his own; and while the council lasted, the mem-
bers spent most of their time bickering and intriguing against one
another and especially against the one man who had the experience
and the assurance to take command. The names of the councillors
had been kept secret (even from themselves) in a locked box, until
the ships carrying the first settlers arrived in Virginia. By that time a
bumptious young man named John Smith had made himself un-
popular with Captain Christopher Newport (in command until their
arrival) and with most of the other gentlemen of consequence
aboard. When they opened the. box, they were appalled to find
Smith’s name on the list of councillors. But during the next two
years Smith’s confidence in himself and his willingness to act while
others talked overcame most of the handicaps imposed by the feeble
frame of government. It was Smith who kept the colony going dur-
ing those years. But in doing so he dealt more decisively with the
Indians than with his own quarreling countrymen, and he gave an

12 They did report that they had sown “good store of wheat.” Brown,
Genesis, 1, 107, 165; Percy, Observations, 22; Smith, Travels and-Works, I,
Ixx.
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initial turn to the colony’s Indian relations that was not quite what
the company had intended.*®

Smith, the son of a yeoman, was a rare combination of actor
and man of action. He had already won his spurs fighting against
the Turks in Hungary, where, as he tells it, he won all the battles
except the last, in which he was captured, enslaved, and then rescued
by a fair princess. With her assistance he made his escape, then
trekked across Europe and was back in England to join the James-
town expedition at the age of twenty-seven.™ In spite of his youth,
he may have had more experience than anyone else at Jamestown in
making war, in living off the land, and in communicating with peo-
ple whose language he did not know. Certainly he showed more
aptitude than anyone else in all these matters. And it was probably
his ability to deal with the Indians that prevented them from de-
stroying or starving the settlement.

‘When the supplies ran out in the first autumn, Smith succeeded
in trading with the Indians for corn. Then, on an exploring expedi-
tion up the Chickahominy River, he was made a prisoner and
brought before Powhatan. This was the point at which another fair
princess, Pocahontas, stepped in to save his life—or so Smith later
told it; and in spite of the skeptitism engendered by the larger-than-

life view of himself that Smith aiways affected, there seems to be no

good reason to doubt him.” In any case, he returned unharmed; and

while he remained in Virginia (until the fall of 1609), he conducted -

most of the colony’s relations both with Powhatan and with the
tribes under Powhatan’s dominion.
Smith took a keener interest in the Indians than anyone else in

13 The most thorough modern treatment of Smith is Philip L. Barbour,
The Three Worlds of Captain Jobn Smith (Boston, 1964). A perceptive brief
study is Alden ‘T. Vaughan, dnierican Genesis: Captain Jobn Smith and the
Founding of Virginia (Boston, 1975).

14 The veracity of Smith’s account of his Hungarian adventures, long
held in doubt, has been effectively "defended by Barbour and by Laura
Polanyi Striker in “Captain John Smith’s Hungary and Transylvania,” in
Bradford Smith, Captain Jobn Swmith: His Life and Legend (Philadelphia,
1953), and “The Flungarian Historian, Lewis L. Kropf, on Captain john
Smith’s True Travels: A Reappraisal,” VMHB, LXVI (1958), 22-43.

15 The Pocahontas story does not appear in Smith’s first accounts of
his experience (Travels and Works, 1, 14-z20, 98; Barbour, Jamestown Voy-
ages, 1, 181-87; II, 387-88) but in his later and larger Generall Historie of
Virginia, New England, and the Summer Isles (Travels and Works, 1, 400,
§31. See also 1bid., I, cxv—cxviii).
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Virginia for a century to come. The astonishingly accurate map he
made of the country shows the locations of the different tribes, and
his writings give us' most of the information we will ever have about
them. But his interest in them was neither philanthropic nor philo-
sophic. As he came to know them, he was convinced that they could
be incorporated into the English settlement, but he scorned the no-
tion that gentleness was the way to do it. Although Smith looks a
lircle like 2 latter-day Drake or Hawkins, he did not see the Indians
as Drake saw the Cimarrons. His own .model seems to have been
Hernando Cortez, and he would gladly have made Powhatan his
Montezuma. He was disgusted when orders came from the company
requiring that the settlers give the old chief a formal coronation, de-
signed to make him a proper king, ally, and in some sense a vassal of
King James. Smith witnessed the ceremony with undisguised con-
tempt. Powhatan himself submitted with ill grace to the dignity thus
thrust upon him and made it plain that he did not consider himself
anybody’s vassal and that he needed none of the proffered English
assistance against his enemies.!®

Smith was sure that kindness was wasted on savages, and within
wecks he was successfully bullying and browbeating Powhatan out
of hundreds of bushels of corn. Years later, as he reflected in Eng-
land on the frustrations that continued to beset Virginia, he was
surc he had been right, that the Spanish had shown the way to deal
with Indians. The English should have learned the lesson of how the
Spanish “forced the treacherous and rebellious Infidels to doe all
manner of drudgery worke and slavery for them, themselves living
like Souldiers upon the fruits of their labours.” ** John Smith’s ide2
of the proper role of ‘the Virginia Indians in English Virginia was
something close to slavery. Given the superiority of English arms,
he had no doubt of his ability to conquer the lot of them with a
handful of men, just as Cortez had conquered the much more pop-
ulous and formidable Aztecs. Once conquered, they could forthwith
be put to work for their conquerors.'s

18 Smith, Travels and Works, 1, 125; 11, 437, 443; Barbour, Jamestown
Voyages, II, 414.

3 Travels and Works, 11, 579. In his Generall Historie and, to a lesser
extent, in his earlier. works, Smith appropriated extensive passages from
other authors. Here he is paraphrasing and commenting on Edward ‘Water-
house, A Declaration of the State of the Colony and . . . a Relation of the
Barbarous Massacre (London, 1622), reprinted in RVC, I, 541-79.

8 Travels and Works, 11, 564, 578-82, 600-603, 955-56.
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Smith was not afraid of work himself; and in the absence of In-
dian slaves he bent his efforts as much toward getting work out of
Englishmen as he did toward supplying their deficiencies from In-
dian larders. In these first years many Englishmen perceived that the
Indians had a sausfactory way of living without much work, and
they slipped away “to live Idle among the Salvages.” ™ Those who
remained were so averse to any kind of labor, Smith reported, “that
had they not beene forced nolens volens perforce to gather and pre-
pare their victuall they would all have starved, and have eaten one
another.” * While the governing council ruled, under the presi-
dency of men of greater social prestige than Smith, he could mak‘e
little headway against the jealousies and intrigues that greeted all _hls
efforts to organize the people either for planting or for gathermg
food. But month by month other members of the council dle_d or re-
turned to England; and by the end of 1608 Smith was left in com-
plete control. He divided the remaining setilers into work gangs and
made them a little speech, in which he told them they could either
work or starve: “Howsoever you have bin heretofore tolerated by
the authoritie of the Councell from that I have often commanded
you, yet sceing nowe the authoritie resteth wholly in my selfe; you
must obay this for a law, that he that will not _worke, shall not cate
(except by sicknesse he be disabled).” #' He did not except himself
from the rule and assured them that “every one that gathereth not
every day as much as I doe, the next daie shall be set beyond the
river, and for ever bee banished from the fort, and live there or
starve.” ** And lest this only produce a general exodus to the In-
dians, Smith used his influence with the neighboring tribes to apply
the same discipline to any settler who dared choose that course. As
a result, in the winter of 1608—9 he lost only seven or eight men.?

Had Smith been left in charge, it is not impossible that he
would have achieved a society which, in one way or another, would
have included the Indians, They might have had a role not .much
better than the Spanish assigned them, and they might _ha_ve dlf:d as
rapidly as the Arawaks from disease and overwork. But it is unlikely
that the grisly scenes already described wm_lld han: taken p]ace
(they all occurred after his departure). In spite of his eagerness to

19 Travels and Works, 1, 157; Barbour, Jamestown Voyages, 11, 448.

20 Travels and Works, |, 155; Barbour, Jamestown Voyages, 11, 446-47.
21 Travels and Works, 1, 149; Barbour, Jamestown Voyages, 11, 441.

22 Travels and Works, 1, 156—57; Barbour, Jamestoun Voyages, 11, 448.
28 Travels and Works, 1, 157; Barbour, Jamestown Voyages, 11, 448.
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subdue the Indians, Smith was in continual contact and communica-
tion with them. He bullied and threatened and browbeat them, but
we do not read of any atrocities committed upon them under his
direction, nor did he feel obliged to hang, break, or burn any English-
man who went off to live with them.

But the Virginia Company in 1609 was not yet ready to aban-
don its goal of making its own way m Virginia and sharing the
country with the Indians on more favorable terms than Smith would
have allowed them. The members of the council who returned to
England complained of Smith’s overbearing ways, with Englishmen
as well as Indians. So the company decided not to leave the colony
in the hands of so pushy 2 young man. At the same time, however,
they recognized that the conciliar form of government was ineffec-
tive, and that a firmer authority was necessary to put their lazy
colonists to work. They accordingly asked, and were given, a new
charter, in which the king relinquished his government of the col-
ony. Henceforth the company would have full control and would
rule through a governor who would exercise absolute powers in the
colony. He would be assisted by a council, but their advice would
not be binding on him. In fact, he would be as much a military com-
mander as a governor, and the whole enterprise would take on a
more military character.*

For the next eight or nine years whatever evils befell the colony
were not the result of any diffusion of authority except when the
appointed governor was absent—as happened when the first -gov-
ernor, Lord De la Warr, delayed his departure from England and
his deputy, Sir Thomas Gates, was shipwrecked en route at Ber-
muda. The starving winter of 160910 occurred during this inter-
val; but Gates arrived in May, 1610, followed by De la Warr himself
in June. Thereafter Virginia was firimly governed under 2 clear set
of laws, drafted by Gates and by De la Warr’s subsequent deputy, -
Sir Thomas Dale. The so-called Lawes Divine, Morall and Martiall
were mostly martial, and they set the colonists to work with mili-
tary discipline and no pretense of gentle government.® They pre-

4 Brown, Genesis, 1, z06-37; Barbour, Jarestown Voyages, M, 263-64.
On the military character now given the colony see Darrett B. Rutman,
“Ihe Virginia Company and its Military Regime,” in Rutman, ed., The
Old Dominion: Essays for Thonas Perkins Abernethy (Charlottesville,
1964), 11—20.

28 William Strachey, For the Colomy in Virginea Britannia: Lawes
Divine, Morall and Martiall, David H. Flaherty, ed. (Charlottesville, 1069).
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scribed that the settlers be divided into work gangs, much as Smith
had divided them, each of which would proceed to its assigned tasks
at regulﬁr hours. At the beating of a drum, the master of each gang
would set them to work and “not suffer any of his company to be
negligent, and idle, or depart from his worke” until another beat of
the drums allowed it.*® ) . o
The Laws prescribed death for 2 varety of crimes, mcludfng
rape, adultery, theft, lying, s"acrilege,. l?lasphcmy, or dm::g or saying
anything that might “tend to the dcr1s10n.l” of the B1b_le. On a more
practical level, in order to increase the 1.1vestock which had by this
time been brought over, the Laws.made it death to ]{.111 any domestic
animal, even a chicken.?® It was also death, in weeding a garden, to
take an ear of corn or a bunch of grapes from it, death too to trade
privately with anyone on the ships that came to the colony.” And
the punishments were inflicted with an arbitrary rigor that became
a scandal. For stealing two or three pints of oatr.neal a man had 2
/ ‘neédle-thrust through his tongue and was then chained to 2 tree until
he starved.? ) |
The Laws did not even contemplate that the Indians would be-
come a part of the English sertlement. Though the company had
frowned on Smith’s swashbuckling way with Indians, it was disen-
chanted with Powhatan and convinced that he and those under his
dominion did need to be dealt with more sternly. Sir Thomas Gates
was instructed to get some Indian children to bring up in the English
manner, free of their parents’ evil influence. And he was also told to
subjugate the neighboring tribes, to make them pay tribute, ar}d to
seize the chiefs of any that refused. If he wanted to make friends
with any Indians, they must be “those that are farthest from you
and enemies unto those amonge whom you dwell.” ¥ The company’s
new atritude was incorporated in several provisions of the Laws.
‘When Indians came to Jamestown to trade or visit, they were to .be
- placed under guard to prevent them from stealing an}:thmg; Do in-
habitant was to speak to them without the governor’s permission;
and the settlers were forbidden on pain of death to “runnc away
from the Colonie, to Powhathan, or any savage Wer.owarllce else
whatsoever.” 3 The company’s desire to bring the Indians into the

26 P, 66. 2T Pp. 15-13. 28 P, 18, 28 Pp. 21, 23.
30, G. Tvler, ed., Narratives of Early Virginia, 423.

3 Barbouxf, Jamestown Voyages, 11, 266; RV C, 11, 18-19.

32 Strachey, Laws, 20.

THE JAMESTOWN FIASCO | 81 |

community had given way to an effort to keep settlers and Indians
apart.

In their relations to the Indians, as in their rule of the sertlers,
the new governing officers of the colony were ruthless. The guerrilla
raids that the two races conducted against each other became in-
creasingly hideous, especially on the part of the English. Indians
coming to Jamestown with food were treated as spies. Gates had
them seized and killed “for a Terrour to the Reste to cawse them to
desiste from their subtell practyses.” 3 Gates showed his own subde
practices by enticing the Indians at Kecoughtan (Point Comfort) to
watch a display of dancing and drumming by one of his men and
then “espyeinge a fitteinge oportunety fell in upon them putt fyve
to the sworde wownded many “others some of them beinge after
fownde in the woods with Sutche extreordinary Lardge and mortall
wownds that itt seemed strange they Cold flye so far.” * It is possi-
ble that the rank and file of settlers aggravated the bad relations with
the Indians by unautborized attacks,'but unauthorized fraterniza-
tion seems to have bothered the governors more. The atrocities
committed against the queen of the Paspaheghs, though apparently
demanded by the men, were the work of the governing officers, as
were the atrocities committed against the Englishmen who fled 1o
live with the Indians. :

John Smith had not had his way in wishing to reduce the In-
dians to slavery, or something like it, on the Spanish model. But the
policy of his successors, though perhaps not with company approval,
made Virginia look far more like the Hispaniola of Las Casas than
it did when Smith was in charge. And the company and the colony
had few benefits to show for all the rigor. At the end of ten years, in
spite of the military discipline of work gangs, the colonists were still
pot growing enough to feed themselves and were stll Legging,
bullying, and buying' corn from the Indians whose lands they
scorched so deliberately. We cannot, it scems, blame the colony’s
failures on lax discipline and diffusion of authority. Failures con-
tinued and atrocities nwltiplied after authority was made absolute
and concentrated in one man.

Another explanation, often advanced, for Virginia’s early trou-
bles, and especially for its failure to feed itself, is the collective or-
ganization of labor in the colony. All the settlers were expected to
work together in 2 single community effort, to produce both their

88 Percy, “Trewe Relacyon,” 281, 3 1bid., 270. -
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food and the exports that would make the company rich. Those
who held shares would ultimately get part of the profits, but mean-
while the incentives of private enterprise were lacking. The work a
man did bore no direct relation to his reward. The laggard would
receive as large a share in the end as the man who worked hard.

The communal production of food seems to have been some-
what modified after the reorganization of 1609 by the assignment of
small amounts of land to individuals for private gardens.*® It is not
clear who received such allotments, perhaps only those who came at
their own expense. Men who came at company expense may have
been expected to continue working exclusively for the common
stock until their seven-year terms expired. At any rate, in 1614, the
year when the first shipment of company men concluded their ser-
vice, Governor Dale apparently assigned private allotments to them
and to other independent “farmers.” Each man got three acres, or
twelve acres if he had a family. He was responsible for growing his
own food plus two and a half barrels of corn annually for the com-
pany as a supply for newcomers to tide them over the first year.
And henceforth each “farmer” would work for the company only
one month a year.¢

By this time Gates and Dale had succeeded in planting settle-
ments at several points along the James as high up as Henrico, just
below the falls. The many close-spaced tributary rivers and creeks
made it possible to throw up a palisade berween two of them to
make 2 small fortified peninsula. Within the space thus enclosed by
water on three sides and palisaded on the fourth, the settlers could
build their houses, dig their gardens, and pasture their cattle. It was
within these enclaves that Dale parceled out private allotments. Dig-
nified by hopeful names like “Rochdale Hundred” or “Bermuda
City,” they were affirmations of an expectation that would linger for
a century, that Virginia was about to become the site of thriving
cities and towns. In point of fact, the new “cities” scarcely matched
in size the tiny villages from which Powhatan’s people threatened

35 For the evidence of private allouments as early as 1609 see Brown,
Genesis, 1, 248-49, 252-53. See also Dale’s reference to private gardens in
1611, ibid., T, g91; Robert Johnson, The New Life of Virginea, Force,
Tracts, 1, No. 7, pp. 14, 18.

36 Hamor, True Discourse, 17-1g; John Rolfe, “Virginia in 1616,”
Virginia Historical Register and Literary Advertiser, 1 (July, 1848), 1e1-13,
at 107.

THE JAMESTOWN FIASCO - | 83 |

the:m. And the “farmers” who huddled together on the allotments
assigned to them proved incapable of supporting themselves or the
colony with adequate supplies of food. ’
At first it seemed to sympathetic observers that they would.
‘I‘lalph Hamor, in an account of the colony published in 1615, wrote
'When our people were fedde out of the common store and la:
boured jointly in the manuring of the ground and planting corne
glad was that man that could slippe from his labour, nzy the most’:
honest of them in a generall businesse, would not take so much faith-
full and true paines in a weeke, as now he will doe in 2 day, neither
_ cared they for the increase, presuming that howsoever their harvest
prospered, the generall store must maintain them, by which meanes
we reaped not so much corne from the labours of 30 men, as three
men have done for themselves.” 37 ,

‘ According to John Rolfe, a setcler who had married John
Smith’s fair Pocahontas, the switch to private enterprise transformed
the colony’s food deficit instantly to a surplus: instead of the settlers
seeking corn from'the Indians, the Indians sought it from them. If

- so, the situation did not last long. Governor Samuel Argall, who

took charge at the end of May, 1617, bought 6oo bushels from the
Indians that fall, “which did greatly relieve the whole Colonie.” #
And when Governor George Yeardley relieved Argall in April
1619, he found the colony “in a great scarcity for want of corn” and
made immediate preparations to seek it from the Indians,*® If, then
the colony’s failure to grow food arose from its communal org,aniza—,
tion of Produc_tion, the failure was not overcome by the switch to
. private enterprise,

. Still_ another explanation for the improvidence of Virginia’s
pioneers 1s one that John Smith often emphasized, namely, the char-
acter of the im{nigrants. They were certainly an odd assortment, for
the most conspicuous group among them was an extraordinary num-
_ber q_f géntlemen. Virginia, as a patriotic enterprise, had excited the
imagination of England’s nobility and gentry. The shareholders in-
cluded 32 present or future earls, 4 countesses, and 3 viscounts (all
members of the nobility) as well as hundreds of lesser gentlemen,

37 Hagnor, True Discourse, 17. 38 Rolfe, “Virginia in 1616,” 106,

3% Smith, Travels and Works, 11, 536.

Y RVC, I, 118—22; Alexander Brown, The First Republic in America
(Boston, 1898}, 257, 308.
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some of them perhaps retainers of the larger men.** Not all were
content to risk only their money. Of the 105 settlers Wh?‘ scarted”thc
colony, 36 could be classified as gentlemen. In the first ‘supply” of
120 additional settlers, 28 were gentlemen, and in the second Su_PPl,Y
of 70, again 28 were gentlemen.** These nurqbers gave Virginia’s
population about six times as large a proportion of gentlcmen- as
ngland had.
. 'gGentlemen, by definitidon, had no manual skill, nor could they
be expected to work at ordinary labor. They were suppose:’d 4t30 be
useful for “the force of knowledge, the exercise of counsell”; ** but
to have ninety-odd wise men offering advice while a couple .of hun-
dred did the work was inauspicious, especially when tt}c wise men
included “many unruly gallants packed thether by their friends to
escape il destinies” at home.* )
‘What was worse, the gentlemen were apparently accompanied
by the personal attendants that gentlemen thought necessary to
make life bearable even in England. The colony’s laborers “were
for most part footmen, and such as they that were Adventur?rs
brought to attend them, or such as they could perswadt:. to goe_wmh
them, that never did know what a dayes worke was.” ** Smith com-
plained that he could never get any real work from more than thirty
out of two hundred, and he later argued that of all the people sent
to Virginia,‘ a hundred good laborers “would have done more than
a thousand of those that went.” *¢ Samuel Argall and John Rolfe also
argued that while a few gentlemén would have been useful to serve
as military leaders, “to have more to wait and play than worke, or
more commanders and officers than industrious labourers was not so

necessarie.” 47

The company may actually have had litcle choice in allowing

41 Sone, Crisis of the Aristocracy, 372. About half of the m_embers
were cither gentry or aobility. See Theodore K. Rabb,.Emerpme and
Empire: Merchant and Gentry Investment in the Expansion of England,
1575—1630 (Cambridge, Mass., 1967).

42 Smith, Travels and Works, I, 93-94, 107-8, 129; Barbour, Jamestown
Voyages, 11, 382-83, 30799, 418-20. i

’ 492 émith, Travels and Works, 11, s0z; Brown, Genesis, I, 411-12.

44 Sith, Travels and Works, 1, 162; Barbour, Jamestoun Voyages, 11,
452.

45 Smith, Travels and Works, 11, 486-87. ”

46 Smith, Travels and Works, 1, 84; II, 616; Barbour, Jamestown Voy-
ages, I, 374.

Ca7 Smith, Travels and Works, 11, 537.

H

THE JAMESTOWN FIASCO | 85 |

gentlemen and their servants to make so large a number of their
settlers. The gentlemen were paying their own way, and the com-
pany perhaps could not afford to deny them. But even if unencum-
bered by these volunteers, the colony might have foundered on the
kind of settlers that the company itself did want to send. What che
company wanted for Virginia was a variety of craftsmen. Richard
Hakluyt had made up a list for Walter Raleigh that suggests the de-
gree of specialization contemplated in an infant settlement: Hakluyt
wanted both carpenters and joiners, tallow chandlers and wax chan-
dlers, bowstave preparers and bowyers, fletchers and arrowhead
makers, men to rough-hew pikestaffs and other men to finish them.*®
In 1610 and again in 1611 the Virginia Company published lists of
the kind of workers it wanted.® Some were for building, making
tools, and other jobs needed to keep the settlers alive, bur the pur-
pose of staying alive would be to see just what Virginia was good
for and then start sending the goods back to England. Everybody
hoped for gold and silver and jewels, so the colony needed refiners
and mineral men. But they might have to settle for iron, so send men
with all the skills needed to smelt it. The silk grass that Hariot de-
scribed might produce something like silk, and there were native
mulberry trees for growing worms, so send silk dressers. Sturgeon
swam in the rivers, so send men who knew how to make caviar. And
so on. Since not all the needed skills for Virginia’s potential products
were to be found in England, the company sought them abroad:
glassmakers from Italy, millwrights from Holland, pitch boilers from
Poland, vine dressers and saltmakers from France® The settlers of .
Virginia were expected to create a more complex, more varied econ-
omy than England itself possessed. As an extension of England, the
colony would impart its variety and health to the mother COUTtTY.

If the company had succeeded in filling the early ships for Vir-
ginia with as great a variety of specialized craftsmen as it wanted,
the results might conceivably have been worse than they were. We
have already noticed the effect of specialization in England itself,
where the division of labor had become a source not of efficiency
but of idleness. In Virginia the effect was magnified. Among the
skilled men who started the settlement in 1607 were four carpenters,

48 Taylor, Writings of the Hakluyis, 11, 322-23, 337.

9 Brown, Genesis, 1, 352-53, 469—70. i

50 Barbour, Jamestown Voyages, H, gz0, Brown, Genesis, 1, zo3, 268;
Wright, Voyage to Virginia, 8g; RVC, 111, 240, 477; Force, Tracts, 1II,
No. 1, p. 20. .



| 86 | AMERICAN SLAVERY—AMERICAN FREEDOM

two bricklayers, one mason (apparently a higher skill than brick-

laying}, a blacksmith, a tailor, and a barber.” The first “supply” in
1608 had six tailors, two goldsmiths, two refiners, two apothecaries,
a blacksmith, a gunner (i.c., gunsmith?), a cooper, a tobacco pipe
maker, a jeweler, and a perfumer.”® There were doubtless others,
and being skilled they expected to be paid and fed for doing the
kind of worl for which they had been hired. Some were obviously
useful. But others may have found themselves without means to use
their special talents. If they were conscientious, the jeweler may
have spent some time looking for jewels, the goldsmiths for gold, the
perfumer for something to malee perfume with. But when the search

roved futile, it did not follow that they should or would exercise
their skilled hands at any other tasks. It was not suitable for a per-
fumer or a jeweler or a goldsmith to put his hand to the hoe. Rather,
they could join the gentlemen in genteel loafing while a handful of
ordinary laborers worked at the ordinary labor of growing and
gathering food.

The laborers could be required to work at whatever they were
told to; but they were, by all accounts, too few and too feeble. The
company may have rounded them up as it did in 1609 when it ap-
pealed to the mayor of London to xid the city of its “swarme of un-
necessary inmates” by sending to Virginia any who were destitute
and lying in the streets.™

The company, then, partly by choice, partly by necessity, sent
to the colony an oversupply of men who were not prepared to
tackle the work essential to settling in a wilderness. In choosing pro-
spective Virginians, the company did not look for men who would
be particularly qualified to keep themselves alive in a new land. The
company never considered the problem of staying alive in Virginia
to be a serious one. And why should they have? England’s swarming
population had had ample experience in moving to new areas and
staying alive. The people who drifted north and west into the
pasture—farming areas got along, and the lands therc were marginal,
far poorer than those that awaited the settlers of tidewater Virginia.
Though there may have been some farmers among the early set-
tlers, no one for whom an occupation is given was listed as a hus-

51 Smith, Travels and Works, 1, 93-94; Barbour, Jamestown Voyages,
11, 382-83. .
52 Smith, Travels and Works, 1, 107-8; Barbour, Jamestouwn Veoyages,

1L, 397-99.
58 Brown, Genesis, 1, 252-53.
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bandman or yeoman. And though thirty husbandmen were in-
cluded in the 1611 list of men wanted, few came. As late as 1620
the colony reported “a great scarcity, or none at all” of “husband-
men truely bred,” by which was meant farmers from the arable re-
gions.” In spite of the experience at Roanoke and in spite of the
rep(j,ated starving times at Jamestown, the company simply did not
envisage the provision of food as a serious problem. They sent some
food sapplies with every ship but never enough to last more than a
few months. After that people should be able to do for themselves.

The colonists were apparently expected to live from the land
like England’s woodland and pasture people, who gave only small
amounts of time to their small garden plots, cattle, and sheep and
spent the rest in spinning, weaving, mining, handicrafts, and loafing.
Virginians would 'spend their time on the more varied commodities
of the New World. To enable them to live in this manner, the com-
pany sent cattle, swine, and sheep; and when Dale assigned them
private plots of land, the plots were small, in keeping with the ex-
pectation that they would not spend much time at farming. The
company never intended the colony to supply England with grain
and did not even expect that agricultural products might be its prin-
cipal exports. They did want to give sugar, silk, and wine a try, but
most of the skills they sought showed an expectation of setting up
extractive industries such as iron mining, smelting, saltmaking, pitch

making, and glassmaking. The major part of the colonists’ work time e

was supposed to be devoted to processing the promised riches of the
Iand for export; and with the establishment of martial law the com-
pany had the means of seeing that they put their shoulders to the
task.

Unfortunately, the persons charged with directing the motley
work force had a problem, quite apart from the overload of gentle-
men and specialized craftsmen they had to contend with. During the
early years of the colony they could find no riches to excract. They
sent back some cedar wood, but lumber was too bulky a product to

- bear the cost of such long transportation to market. Sassafras was

available in such quantities that the market for it quickly-collapsed.
The refiners found no gold or silver or even enough iron to be
worth mining. Silk grass and silk proved to be a will-o’-the-wisp.

The result was a situation that taxed the patience both of the
leaders and of the men they supervised. They had all come to Vir-

5 RVC, TII, 256.
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ginia with high expectations Those who came as servants of the
company had seven years in which to make their employers rich.
After that they would be free to make themselves rich. But with no
prospect of riches in sight for anybody, it was difficult to keep them
even at the simple tasks required for staying alive or to find anything
else for them to do.

The predicament of those in charge is reflected in the hours of
work they prescribed for the colonists, which contrast sharply with
those specified in the English Statute of Artificers, There was no
point in demanding dawn-to-dusk toil unless there was work worth
doing. When John Smith demanded that men work or starve, how

V/nuch work did he demand? By his own account, “4 hours each day

was spent in worke, the rest in pastimes and merry exercise.” * The
governors who took charge after the reorganization of 1609 were
equally modest in their demands. William Strachey, who was pres-
ent, described the work program under Gates and De la Warr in the
summer of 1610:

It is to be understood that such as labor are not yet so taxed but
that easily they- perform the same and ever by ten of the clock
they have done their morning’s work: at what time they have their
allowances [of food] set out ready for them, and until it be three
of the clock again they take their own pleasure, and afterward,
w1th the sunset, their day’s labor is finished.

The Virginia Company offered much the same account of this
period. According to a tract issued late in 1610, “the setled times of
working (o effect all themselves, or the Adventurers neede desire)
[require] no more pains then from sixe of clocke in the morning
untill ten, and from two of the clocke in the afternoone tdill
foure.” ** The long lunch period described here was spelled out in

55 Smith, Travels and Works, 1, 149; Barbour, Janestown Voyages, 11,
440. T'welve years later Smith rewrote this statement and changed the figure
of four hours to six hours. Travels and Works, 11, 466. Even so, what are
we to make of a six-hour day in a colony teetering on the verge of extine-
don?

56 Wright, Voyage to Virginia, 69—70.

5% A True Declaration of the Estate of the Colonie in Virginia (Lon-
don, 1610), in Force, Tracts, 111, No. 1, p. z0; Smith, Travels and Works, 1i,
s0z. Ceprain Daniel Tucker maintained a similar program in Bermuda in
1616: “according to the Virginia order, hee sct every one [that] was with
him at Saint Georges, to his taske, to cleere grounds, fell trees, set corne,
square timber, plant vines and other fruits brought out of England. These
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the Lawes Divine, Morall and Martiall. If we calculate the rotal
hours demanded of the work gangs between the various beanngs of

- the drum, they come to roughly five to. eight hours a day in summer

and three to six hours in winter.*”® And it is not to be supposed that
these hours refer only to work done in the fields and that the men
were expected to work at other tasks like building houses during the
remainder of the day. The Laws indicate that at the appointed hours
every laborer was to repair to his work “and every crafts man to his
occupation, Smiths, Joyners, Carpenters Brick malkers, etc.” *® Nor
did military training occupy the time not spent in working. The
Laws provided for different groups to train at different times and to
be exempt from work during the training days.%® Although colonists
and historians alike have condemned the Laws as harsh, and with
reason, the working hours that the code prescribed sound astonish-
ingly short to modern ears. They certainly fell way below those
demanded at the time in English law; and they seem ucterly irra-
tional in a chronically starving community.

To have grown enough corn to feed the colony would have re-
quired ouly a fraction of the brief working time specified,® yer it
was not grown. Even in their free time men shunned the simple
planting tasks that sufficed for the Indians. And the very fact that
the Indians did grow corn may be one more reason why the colo-
nists did not. For the Indians presented a challenge that Englishmen
were not prepared to meet, a challenge to their image of themselves,
to their self-esteem, to their conviction of their own superiority over
foreigners, and especmlly over barbarous foreigners like the Irlsh
and the Indlans

by their taske—Masters by breake a day repaired to the wharfe, from thence
to be 1mployed o the place of their imployment, till nine of the clocke, and
then in the after-noone from three till Sunneset” (ibid., 11, 653).

58 Laws, §i~6z2. 5% 1bid., 59. 90 1bid., 4a—4s.

%1 Although Thomas Hariot's estimate of a day a year among the
Roanoke Indians is doubtless too small, the cultivation of 2 couple of acres
per person would have occupied only a part of the work force for a small
parc of the year. The quotw expected of English husbandmen was about
thirty acres per man (Thirsk, Agrarian History, 652). Alexander Whitaker,
a minister who came to the colony in 1611, wrote in 1613 that “in the idle
hours of one weeke” he and three others had set enough corn to last for a
quarter of the year. Whitaker, Good Newes from Virginia, 43. Edward
Williams (Virginia Richly Valued, Force, Tracts, 1II, No. 11, p. 12) says
that “one man in 48 hours may prepare as much ground, & set such a
quantity of Corne, that he may be secure from want of Bread all the
yeere following.”
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If you were 2 colonist, you knew that your technology was su-
- perior to the Indians’. You knew that you were civilized, and they

were savages. It was evident in your firearms, your clothing, your .

housing, your government, your religion. The Indians were sup-
posed to be overcome with admiration and to join you in extracting
_riches from the country. But your superior technology had proved

-~ insufficient to extract anything. The Indians, keeping to themselves,

laughed at your superior methods and lived from the land more
abundantly and with less labor than you did. They even furnished
you with the food that you somehow did not get around to growing
enough of yourselves. To be thus condescended to by heathen sav-
ages was intolerable. And when your own people started deserting
in order to live with them, it was too much. If it came to that, the
whole enterprise of Virginia would be over. So you killed the In-
dians, tortured them, burned their villages, burned their cornfields.
_.It proved your superiority in spite of your failures. And you gave
" similar treatment to any of your own people who succumbed to the
savage way of life. But you still did not grow much corn. That was
not what you had come to Virginia for.

By the time the colony was ten years old and an almost total
loss to the men who had invested their lives and fortunes in it, only
one ray of hope had appeared. It had been known, from the Roanoke
experience, that the Indians grew and smoked a kind of tobacco; and

tobacco grown in the Spanish West Indies was already being im--

ported into England, where it sold at eighteen shillings a pound. Vir-
ginia tobacco had proved, like everything else, a disappointment;
but one of the settlers, John Rolfe, tried some seeds of the West In-
dian varxety, and the result was much better. The colonists stopped
bowling in the streets and planted tobacco in them—and every-
where else that they could find open land. In 1617, ten years after
the first landing at Jamestown, they shipped their first cargo to
England It was not up to Spanish tobacco, but it sold at three shill-
ings a pound.®

To the members of the company it was proof that they had
been right in their estimate of the colony’s potential. But the proof
was bitter. Tobacco had at first been accepted as a medicine, good
for a great variety of ailments. But what gave it its high price was
the fact that people had started smoking it for fun. Used this way 1t

82 Smith, Travels and Works, 11, 536,

THE JAMESTOWN FIASCO | 97 |

was considered harmful and faintly immoral. People smoked it in
taverns and brothels. Was Virginia to supplement England S econ-
omy and redeem her rogues by pandering to a new vice? The an-
swer, of course, was yes. But the men who ran the Virginia Com-
pany, still aiming at ends of 2 higher nature, were not yet ready to
take yes for an answer.



