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origin story by placing the Virginia colony within its true context. By examining
the maelstrom of previous plans and experiences that converged on the James,
WMe he genuine accomplishment that emerged from the apparent wreck-
age wrougntt € = : e—¢e ot the—rankand fite—w
brought it about

I throu s tri { settlers
and their backers in England figured out what it would take to make an English
colony work. This was an enormous accomplishment achieved in a very short
period of time, a breakthrough that none of the other contemporaneous ven-
tures was able to make. The ingredients for success—widespread ownership of
land, control of taxation for public obligations through a representative assembly,
the institution of a normal society through the inclusion of women, and devel-
i tain the economy—
were beginning to be put in place by 1618 and were in full operation by 1620,
when the next successful colony, Plymouth, was planted. Thus the Pilgrims were
able to be relatively successful (after a disastrous first year) because they had
studied Jamestown’s record and had learned its lessons. Jamestown was not just
the earliest English colony to survive; its true priority lies in its inventing the

archetype of English colonization. AlH)(ﬁlgr_g;msﬁﬂ_Englj_sh_mlms_fonowed

-& the Jamestown model.
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England was a laggard in overseas ventures. By 1606, when the Virginia Com-
pany was organized and plans for the colony were laid, English merchants in col-
laboration with political leaders had begun to establish a role for their nation in
the newly opening trades around the Atlantic, the Mediterranean, and in the
East. In these endeavors they were attempting to emulate, and often intrude on,
the Spanish and Portugueseunited under the Spanish-crown since 1580, who
were the pioneers in creating the connections and bases through which trading
operations were carried on.

New Spain was almost a century old when Jamestown was founded, and
French traders had established firm partnerships with Indian nations in the fur
trade along the St. Lawrence to the north. Spanish ships had scouted Chesapeake
Bay repeatedly before concluding that the region would not repay the effort
required to sustain settlement. The Spanish had planted St. Augustine on the
Florida coast, and this, not Jamestown, was actually the first permanent Euro-
pean colony within the future United States; it was settled in 1565, almost half a
century before Jamestown. And Santa Fe in New Mexico was founded shortly
after Jamestown.

By 1607 English fishermen had been visiting the Newfoundland Banks and
the New England coast for a century or more_and they built temporary settle-
ments there, but no permanent English presence existed. In the last decades of
the sixteenth century, a time when England and Spain were at war, English ships
participated enthusiastically in privateering—licensed piracy against Spanish
fleets traveling from the Caribbean to Seville. In the 1580s Sir Walter Ralegh’s
colony at Roanoke, within the Outer Banks of North Carolina, was initially
designed to serve as a base for those patriotic privateers.
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and responses on all sides when Europeans attempted to create bases in America
All players brought vast experience, some relevant and some irrelevant, to t.hé
cl:langg situations that European ventures created; and they drew ,on this
experience, for good or ill, when confronted by the necessity of making choices.
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When James I came to the throne and inaugurated a policy of reconciliation
with Spain that ended the lucrative privateering war, prominent policy makers
and merchants decided that they would try to sustain a permanent foundation
across the Atlantic in the form of a Chesapeake colony. England’s being a late-
comer meant that its colonists had to take the parts of N(Srth America that were
1@@5 that other countries had rejected as less promising for the kinds of
rich products that made the expensive project of colonization worthwhile. Back-
ers knew that the region was not the best choice for the goals they had in mind;
at about the same time Jamestown was founded, other companies attempted
to plant colonies in Guiana, on various islands in the Caribbean, and in
Newfoundland, as well as a colony in Maine. Other locations had been tried in

the last decades of the sixteenth century in addition to Roanoke. Jamestown did #.

not t in people’s minds as a uniquely importa ight
expect j e.

: Jamestown'’s site, on a peninsula jutting out into the James River some fifty
miles upstream from Chesapeake Bay, was chosen with defense against Spanish
attack in mind. As far as the Spanish were concerned, the colony was within their
territory. They had attacked and eliminated an earlier French settlement on the
southern coast. Although Spain and England were officially at peace in 1607, no
one expected it to last, and the Virginia Company believed that its little planta-
tion would be a natural target. Although planners were concerned about the
response of the Indians on whom they would intrude, their main fear lay in the
rivalry with Spain. ]

The Spanish did make constant efforts to find out what was going on in
Jamestown—much of the surviving information available today in actually in
Spanish correspondence—and several times seriously considered mounting an
attack. Expectations of such an assault also contributed to the composition of
the early contingents and plans for governing them. Like Roanoke’s backers, the
Virginia Company assumed that a group of young men under the command of
high-ranking governors was the structure that would work best in the uncertain
world of American ventures. After all, such an arrangement would most closely
resemble the English society from which they came. But these hierarchical
arrangements did not survive the transatlantic passage well, primarily because
the colony could not replicate the social relationships on which they tradition-
ally rested. Just as Roanoke’s governor, Ralph Lane, found dealing with English
savages his biggest problem, ultimately the company deemed brute force under
Martial JTaw necessary to keep the Jamestown colonists in line. :
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Jamestown. There is no question that the ramshackle Jamestown colony would
have been cut off had the Indians decided to eliminate it. Iw years
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relationships with the hard-pressed Indians grew increasingly tense, Teplicating
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to sustain English backers’ interest. T
people suffered. But the outlines of
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S%im which proved to be a
very poor choice for promoting the well-being of the people who tried to live
there. The period during which both Roanoke and Jamestown were founded was
a time of environmental crisis that made establishing thriving settlements even
more difficult than it should have been. Alonso Sugrez de Toledo urged Spain’s
King Philip II not to worry about other Europeans trying to settle on North
America’s east coast: “What would happen to foreigners there who must bring
their subsistence from a great distance to an inhospitable coast? The land itself
would wage war on them.” Jamestown was notoriously unhealthy, and the colo-

——

nists made it more unwholesome by the way they operated their little society.

The Spanish never attacked them_and their relationships with Chesapeake area

Indians were i ife of the settlement.

Another reason for Jamestown’s bad reputation lies in the nature of the
records, which consist largely of complaints, special pleading, and excuses sent
by colonists back to their patrons in England. Most of the surviving records,
not surprisingly, were produced by leaders on both sides of the Atlantic. The
migrants had been sent over with notoriously unrealizable goals: to find a good
source of wealth, preferably precious metals, or a passage to the Pacific and the
riches of Asia. Prominent men in the colony, faced with the problem of explain-
ing why they were not sending back the rich products investors demanded, or
why they had not found the passage to the Pacific, could not speak the simple
truth: that getting started is extremely difficult, and they would need support for
many years just to become established before any valuable products could be
expected. Investors in the seventeenth century looked to the next quarterly report
as much as those in the twenty-first, and they had the choice of many other
potential ventures from which the returns were more secure. Had they known
that Virginia would absorb money over many years with no profit, the colony
would have been a ers were. From the
Company’s point of view, the colony was nothing but a drain on its. resources,
eating up huge amounts of money in supplies and new Sfttlers without ever
Tepaying the backers’ investment, much less returning a profit. ;

The colonists, for their part, desperately wrote lettef after letter explaining
that colonization was hard, that they had to get set up before they could become
self-sustaining, and that they needed support while they did that. Once they were
established, then there would be time to make the gttorts required to find a
Source of profit; but it was foolish and counterproductive to pre?‘sure the-rln to do
it at the beginning. One unspoken message ran through all these reports: Please
do not abandon us. Unable to tell the truth in the early struggling years—or even
to be sure what the truth was—colonial leaders blamed one another, and espe-

cially the rank i ) ~haracterized in much of the correspondence

as_“the scum of the earth.” Elites did not know how to organize and motivate
2 _the scum of the ea
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