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Figure 1. This map accompanied John Smith's 1624 history of the Virginia
colony.

In 1606, a group of wealthyLondon businessmenpetitioned King JamesI for a charter to
establisha colony in the New World. They formed the Virginia Company and set out to
establisha permanentEnglish settlementin the Americas.The British werein competition
with the Spanish who had establishedcolonies in central and South America and had
stolen vastamounts of treasureand wealth from the native inhabitants. The English were
eager to find similar wealth in the northern part of the Americas. They also wanted to
establish permanent towns in the New World to stake a claim for the British government.

In 1607, 104 men traveled from England and landed in the ChesapeakeBay. They
traveledup the JamesRiver to establish a settlement out of sight from passing Spanish
pirates who might sack the town or steal the supplies.
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Figure 2. The Jamestown
settlement has been

reconstructed and is maintained
by the National Park Service.

The men of the Virginia company
About half of the men of the Virginia Companywerewealthygentlemenand their personal
servants. Neither the gentlemen nor their servants would have known much about
agriculture or farming. There were a few farmers and artisanson the ship, but not nearly
enough workers to plant and grow the food that the men would need. Most likely, the
Virginia Company did not plan to live off of the crops they producedwith on their own.
Historians believethat these men intended to survive by hunting, gathering berries and
roots,and by trading or taking food from Indians. The Spanishhad beenverysuccessfulat
pillaging the wealthof the New World, and it is likely that theseEnglishmen imagined that
there would be easywealth to be found in Virginia and that they would easily intimidate
the native people into providing them with food and resources.

They were mistaken. The Algonquian Indians who lived around the ChesapeakeBay
were part of a vastpolitical allianceand their leader,Powhatan,did not look kindly on the
intruders who demanded food and strained the resources of his people. This lack of
preparation set the Virginia Company up for starvation and conflict with the Indians.

The men built a fort and named their community Jamestown, after their king.
Disease,sickness,and famine quickly set in. Jamestownwas locatedin a very unhealthy
part of the Chesapeake.The JamesRiver is a tidal river, meaning that the water ebbsand
flows in relation to the tide. It is, therefore, a slow moving river and bacteriaand germs
thrived in the water. Swampyland bred mosquitoes,which carried malaria. The men also
threw trash and sewage into the river, polluting an already unhealthy water source.

The lack of clean water, the fact that Jamestownwas built on a swamp, the lack of
food, and the menÕsdisinterest in agriculture all contributed to a high death rate. At the
end of the first year,there wereonly 34 men still alive,and it lookedlike Jamestownmight
suffer the same fate as Roanoke.The colony survived, but only barely. Over the next
thirteen years, more than 6,000 people would emigrate to Jamestown,but only 1,300
would survive.
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Figure 3. John Smith wrote that
Pocahontas, when a young girl

in 1607, had saved him from
execution by her father. The

story may or may not be true,
but it has become a part of
American mythology Ñ as

shown in this illustration from
the late 1800s.

Conflict with Indians
Powhatansaw the unprepared colonistsÕdisinterest in agriculture and continual begging
for food, as well as the number of them who died, and he becameconvinced that the
English were weak and could easily be pushed out of his territory. Powhatanhad many
reasonsto want to get rid of the English Ñ first being that the English were straining the
resourcesof his people.The ChesapeakeIndians werea subsistenceculture that produced
only enough food to feed themselves, and they could not support hundreds of Englishmen.

In 1618,Powhantanattackedthe fort at Jamestownbut did not succeedin wiping out
the village. He negotiateda peacewith the English and createdan alliance through the
marriageof his youngestdaughter,Pocohontas,to JohnRolfe,one of the leadingcolonists.
But peacewould not last. In 1622and again in 1636,the Algonquins, led by PowhantanÕs
half-brother, tried to destroythe English settlement.Eachof theseattacksresulted in great
losses for the English, as many as a third of the colonists.

The English retaliated. In 1622, they invited the Indians to negotiate a peace,but
instead they poisonedthe liquor they servedto the Indians and killed nearly 200 men. In
the long run, they had one key advantageover their Algonquin enemies:a constant influx
of immigrants. In 1644the Algonquins againattemptedto rid their territory of the English,
but were able to kill only 10 percent of the colonists. The tide was slowly turning to the
advantage of the English.

Tobacco
The ChesapeakeIndians grew tobacco and used it in their religious ceremonies. The
English settlers tried to sell some of this tobaccoin England, but they were unsuccessful.
Virginia tobaccohad a strongerodor and flavor than tobaccogrown in the WestIndies, and
the English consumers preferred the milder variety. In 1614,John Rolfe planted this
sweetertobaccoin Virginia, and raisedenough to ship four barrels of tobaccoto England.
RolfeÕstobaccosold for a high price, and tobaccoquickly becameVirginiaÕsmain cash
crop.

At first, the governorsof Virginia discouragedsettlers from growing tobaccobecause
they wanted them to grow food. But the colonists, who wanted riches and not just
subsistence,were undeterred. They traded tobaccofor food brought by ships from other
colonies.
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Figure 4. Profits from growing
tobacco saved the Jamestown
colony and fueled its growth.

Figure 5. This 1670 painting
shows enslaved Africans

working in the tobacco sheds.

RolfeÕsdiscoverythat the West Indies tobacco,which he calledOrinoco tobacco,could
be grown in Virginia savedthe colony. Over the next decades,tobaccobecamea very
profitable crop.With the prospectof making money in Virginia, it waseasierto recruit new
settlers,and immigration allowedthe colonyto grow eventhough deathrateswerestill very
high. In addition, colonists needed land to grow their tobacco,and they began moving
inland, up the JamesRiver and away from the swampy waters near the coasts.Further
inland, the water wascleanerand there were fewer mosquitoesand lessdisease.Colonists
started to live longer.

Unfree labor
INDENTURED SERVANTS

The introduction of tobaccofarming also createda need for cheap labor. To maximize
profits, land ownersneededto find peoplewho could work long, hot hours in the field, but
for very little pay.

Colonists first used indentured servants1 for labor. The Virginia Company paid for
peopleÕstransportation from England to Virginia, which was quite expensive.In Virginia,
plantation owners reimbursed the company for that cost, and the new immigrant was
required to work for the plantation owner for a period of time, usually sevenyears,to pay
off the debt. Becausemortality rateswere so high, only a small fraction of servantsin the
colonyÕsearly yearssurvived for sevenyears.(Of course,many of the plantation owners
died, too.)

If a servantsurvivedtheir yearsof servitude,though, he or she would be free. A man
would then be ableto buy property,something that would havebeenbeyondtheir meansif
they stayedin England. The hope of buying land in America made the prospectof seven
years of essentially slave labor worthwhile to many people.

Most women who came to Virginia as indentured servantseventually got married.
Men out numbered women about four to one in Virginia, and so even a servant could
marry a wealthy plantation owner. Most female servantswere from poor families, and
could never have married Òabove their stationÓ in England.

SLAVERY

In 1619,two passing British ships sold 21slavesto the Governor of Virginia Ñ the first
African slavesin North America. Indentured servantswould remain the most common
labor supply in Virginia well into the 1660s, though. Slaveswere about three times as
expensiveas indentured servantsbecausea slavewasproperty for life, whereasa servantÕs
term of indenturewasonly for sevenyears.But since life expectancyin mid-1600sVirginia
was only about seven years, plantation owners could expect as much work from an
indentured servant as from a slave. Slaves were a bad investment.

As living conditions improved, though, slaverybecamemore profitable. Slowly, after
about 1660, the colonybecamemore stableand peoplebeganto live longer. Slaverywould
increaseand indentured servitudewould decreasethroughout the rest of the seventeenth
century. Although peoplecontinued to come to America as indentured servantsuntil the
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Revolution, by the beginning of the eighteenth century, slaverywasbecoming established
as the colonyÕs future.

To control slaves,plantation owners createdharsh slave codes.They made slavery
hereditary,a condition passedfrom a mother to her children. To keep the racesseparate,
they also made it illegal for a white person to marry a black person, although this was
usually only enforced when a black man tried to marry a white woman. If a slave
committed a crime, he or shewaspunished more severelythan a white person.It wasalso
impossible to convict a slave owner of murder; they reasoned that no person would
willfully destroy his property.

These laws servedto put Africans and their descendantsinto a different social and
legal categorythan white servants.Other colonies passedsimilar laws, modeled on the
slave codes of Virginia.

Representative government
During the first decadesof settlement,the Virginia companytried a number of reforms to
help make the colonya success.One of the most important reforms wasthe creationof the
House of Burgesses,a governing body modeledafter the British House of Commons and
chosen in part by the landowning white men in Virginia. The British, including the
colonists in Virginia, prided themselveson the rights of citizens to participate in their
government.

The House of Burgesseswas made up of 22 members. One was the governor, who
waschosenby the directors of the Virginia Company,and he in turn chosesix men ashis
council. The other 15Burgesseswere electedrepresentativesof the various parts of the
colony(and eventuallyfrom its counties).The House of Burgesseswasto meet oncea year
to make laws for Virginia. Theselawscould be vetoedby the Governor,by his council, and
by the directors of the Virginia Company in London.

Ironically, the House of BurgessesÑ the first representativegovernment in British
America Ñ first met in 1619,the same year the first slaveswere purchasedin Virginia.
Democracy and slavery would be linked for a long time to come.

Virginia becomes a royal colony
By the 1620s,nearly 70 percent of all the English settlerswho went to Virginia had died.
Although tobaccowas starting to becomeprofitable, the Virginia Company had failed to
make a profit for its investors. Some blamed poor leadership in the colony Ñ a valid
complaint. But the men and women who went to Virginia were ill-prepared and
unequipped for the harsh living conditions they found. In responseto the failures of the
Virginia Company, and JamesI revoked the colonyÕscharter in 1624.The colony came
under the direct control of the king. Jamesplannedto disbandthe House of Burgesses,but
he died the following year,and his successor,Charles I, would soon be too busy fighting
opposition in Parliament to worry about Virginia. As a result, Virginians kept their
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On the web

Native peoples of the Chesapeake region

http://learnnc.org/lp/pages/1821

The ChesapeakeBay has been home to Native Americans for over 10,000 years.Throughout
their histories Ñ even to the present day Ñ these societies have adapted to difficult
circumstancesand unforeseenchanges.Chesapeakenativeshavefacedwars,epidemic diseases,
loss of land, and treaty violations.

More about Jamestown

http://www.nps.gov/jame/historyculture/jamestown-fact-sheets.htm

Fact sheetson a variety of topics provided by the National Park Service,which now maintains
the site.

Merrie olde England?

http://learnnc.org/lp/pages/1849

Many residentsof ElizabethanEngland did not enjoy the abundancethat accompaniedQueen
ElizabethÕsreign. The dawn of the ageof explorationgripped peopleÕsimaginations and caused
many to dream of travel, and the New World offered the promise of a fresh start without the
problems of the old country.

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including Algonquin, American Indians, Jamestown, Powhatan, Virginia, Virginia Company,
colonial, colonization, democracy, diseases, history, indentured servitude, slavery, andtobacco.

Notes

1. See http://learnnc.org/lp/pages/2705.
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representativegovernment. It would be a number of years, though, before the colony
became more stable.
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John Smith, The Generall Historie of Virginia, New-England,and the Summer Isles (London,
1624).This image is believedto be in the public domain. Users are advisedto make their own
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Edmund Ollier, Cassell'sHistory of the United States(1874Ð1877).This image is believedto be
in the public domain. Users are advised to make their own copyright assessment.
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Painting by unknown artist. This image is believedto be in the public domain. Usersareadvised
to make their own copyright assessment.
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