
The search for the Lost Colony
BY DAVID WALBERT

Figure 1. In this outdoor theater on Roanoke Island, Paul GreenÕs drama
about the Lost Colony has been staged every summer for seventy years.

No one knows what happenedto the ÒLostColonistsÓof RoanokeIsland Ñ but that has
only madetheir story more interesting. Over the past400 years,historians, archaeologists,
storytellers, and outright liars have developeda number of theories about the vanished
settlers.

History and archaeology
THE LUMBEE

It seemslikely that some,if not all, of the colonistswent to live amongthe nativepeoplesof
the Outer Banks.JohnWhite believedthat theyhad goneto live with the Hatteras(Croatan)
Indians under Manteo. Many Lumbeenow living in RobesonCounty believethat they are
descendedin part from the Roanokecolonists and the Hatteras Indians. They cite their
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light complexions,blue eyes,and names that are the sameas the names of the Roanoke
colonists.Somehistorians and anthropologistsagreethat this is likely true, but there is no
hard evidence.Some attempts are now being planned to use DNA testing to determine
whether the Lumbee are, in fact, descended from the Lost Colonists.

A ÒYOUNG MAYDEÓ IN THE CHESAPEAKE

Twenty yearsafter the Roanokecolonistsdisappeared,settlersat Jamestownheard reports
that they were living nearbyin the Chesapeakeregion. In 1612,William Strachey,the first
secretaryof Jamestowncolony, wrote a history of that colony caledHistory of Travaileinto
Virginia Brittania, in which he relateda story he had heard about the fate of the Roanoke
colonists. According to this story, some of the colonists had fled northward and lived
peacefully for twenty yearswith the Chesepian(Chesapeake)Indians. Shortly before the
Jamestowncolonistsarrived in Virginia, though, Chief Powhatan,the ruler of most of the
tribes of that region, had ÒmiserablyslaughteredÓthe English and Chesepian.But Strachey
also heard that sevencolonists escapedthe massacre,including a Òyoungmayde.ÓSince
Virginia Dare would havebeenin her early twenties,somepeoplebelievethat shewasthe
young maid, or girl, whom Strachey mentioned.

TWO FACTIONS

Some historians combine these two theories and argue that the colonists divided. Most
went north toward the Chesapeake,where they had originally intended to settle.The rest
were left behind to wait for JohnWhite, but eventuallyabandonedthe fort and went to live
among the Croatan.RecentevidenceÑ long-lostdocumentsin a SpanisharchiveÑ shows
that they didnÕtlast long: In June, 1588,a Spanish raiding party arrived in Roanokebut
found the settlement already deserted.

Legend, drama Ñ and hoax

THE WHITE DOE

Some stories of the Lost Colony are more fanciful. In one legend that still endures in
easternNorth Carolina, Virginia Dare becomesa white doe. The White Doe:The Fate of
Virginia Dare, a long narrativepoem written by SallieSouthall Cotten in 1901,tells the story
of the young English girl growing up among the Croatan Indians, taking the name
Winona-Ska.A handsomeyoung chief, Okisko, wants to marry her, but a jealousconjurer
turns her into a white doe.With the help of another conjurer Okisko tries to turn her back
into a human girl, but through a twist of fate the doe is killed.

In the Land-of-Wind-and-Water
Roamed the Red Man unmolested.
While the babe of Ro-a-no-ak
Grew in strength and wondrous beauty;
Like a flower of the wildwood,
Bloomed beside the Indian maidens.

2 | LEARN NC È www.learnnc.org



Figure 2. SculptorÕs
interpretation of Virginia Dare
as an adult, at the Elizabethan

Gardens in Manteo, N.C.

And Wi-no-na Sk‰
they called her,
She of all the maidens fairestÉ1

CottenÕspoem isnÕtwidely read or remembered today, but the legend of the white doe
persists, and people occasionally report seeing a ghostly white doe on Roanoke Island.

AN OUTDOOR DRAMA

In 1937,Paul Green,a Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright from North Carolina,wrote a play
called The Lost Colony telling the story of the Roanoke settlement. GreenÕsÒoutdoor
drama,Óset on a massive scale and filled with symphonic music, was designed to be
performed outdoors on RoanokeIsland itself. The play was an exuberantcelebration of
AmericaÕsorigins designedto lift peopleÕsspirits during the Depression,and the theaterin
which it was performed was built as a project of Franklin RooseveltÕsWorks Progress
Administration that createdjobs for the unemployed.TheLostColonyis still peformedeach
summer in the theater at Fort Raleigh National Historic Site.

THE VIRGINIA DARE STONES

In 1937,a twenty-one-poundquartz stonewasfound in a swamp60 miles westof Roanoke.
On one side was a crossand the instruction ÒAnaniasDare & Virginia went henceUnto
Heaven 1591.ÓOn the other were carvings that, when deciphered by faculty at Emory
University, were a messagefrom EleanorDare to her father, John White, that the colony
had fled inland after an Indian attack.

Father soone After yov
goe for Englande wee cam
hither / onlie misarie & WarreÑ
tow yeere / Above halfe DeaDe ere tow
yeere more from dickenes beine fovre & twentie /
salvage with message of shipp unto us / smal
space of time they affrite of revenge rann
al awaye / wee bleeve yt nott yov / soone after
ye salvages faine spirts angrie / suddiane
murther al save seaven / mine childeÑ
ananias to slaine wth mvch misarieÑ /
bvrie al neere fovre myles easte this river
vppon smal hil / names writ al ther
on rocke / putt this ther also / salvage
shew this vnto yov & hither wee
promise yov to give greate
plentie presents
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The story told by the stone matched some of the details of StracheyÕsaccount, and a
number of academicswere taken in, including the president of the American Antiquarian
Societyand the vice-presidentof Brenau Collegein Georgia.During the next three years,
nearly forty more stones were found in North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia.
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On the web

Virginia Dare and the Lost Colony: Fact and legend

http://www.learnnc.org/lp/pages/1647

In 1587,a group of British citizens set up a colony on RoanokeIsland in hopesof establishing
the first permanent English settlement in the New World. The colony's governor sailed to
Englandand returned three yearslater to find the rest of the colonistshad vanished.Myths and
legendshave arisen attempting to explain the mystery of the Lost Colony. In one legend, the
governor's granddaughter is transformed into a white doe by a jealous Indian witch-doctor.

Rumors of the Lost Colony in Jamestown

http://www.learnnc.org/lp/pages/1836

William Strachey,first secretaryof the Jamestowncolony,wrote a history of that colony in 1612.
In it, he mentioned severalrumors about the fate of the colonists who had disappearedfrom
Roanoke twenty...

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including Lumbee, North Carolina, Paul Green, Roanoke, RoanokeIsland, Virginia Dare, and
history.
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1. Sallie Southall Cotten, The White doe: the fate of Virginia Dare: an Indian legend(see
http://www.learnnc.orghttp://digital.lib.ecu.edu/historyfiction/ item.aspx?id=cow)(Philadelphia:
J. B. Lippincott Company, 1901), p. 42.

2. This transcription is taken from HaywoodJ. Pearce,Jr., "New Light on the RoanokeColony: A
Preliminary Examination of a StoneFound in ChowanCounty, Norht Carolina." TheJournalof
Southern History4:2 (May 1938), pp. 149Ð150.

3. Boyden Sparkes, "Sparkes Dubunks Stones,"The Saturday Evening Post, April 26, 1941.
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Together, they told a story of the colonistsÕjourney through the southeast,ending in the
death of Eleanor Dare in 1599.

The timing of the discovery,exactly350yearsafter the English settlementof Roanoke,
made the ÒVirginia Dare StonesÓa perfect story, and the media jumped on it. In 1941,
though, an article in TheSaturdayEveningPostrevealedthe ÒdiscoverersÓof the stonesto
have stagedan elaboratehoax.3 Paul Green pointed out that the story told by the stones
seemedto haveborrowed the characterof EleanorDare stright from his play. The stones
were quickly forgotten by most people, although a few have continued to believe in them.
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David holds a Ph.D. in History from the University of North Carolinaat ChapelHill. He is the author
of GardenSpot:LancasterCounty,theOld OrderAmish,and theSellingof Rural America, published in
2002 by Oxford University Press.He formerly servedon the Boardof Directors of the Carolina Farm
Stewardship Association and is widely if accidentally known for raising Khaki Campbell ducks.
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