
john smith the general history of
virginia
John Smith: The General History of Virginia is a seminal work that provides a
vivid account of the early years of the Virginia colony, capturing the
challenges, experiences, and interactions of its settlers. Written by Captain
John Smith, one of the most prominent figures in the early colonization of
America, this historical narrative not only chronicles the establishment of
the Jamestown settlement but also reflects the complexities of the
relationships between English colonists and Native Americans. Smith's
firsthand observations and adventurous spirit offer invaluable insights into
the formative years of one of the first permanent English settlements in
North America.

Background of John Smith

Early Life

John Smith was born in 1580 in Lincolnshire, England. He came from a modest
background, which influenced his adventurous spirit and desire for a life
beyond the confines of traditional English society. By his teenage years,
Smith had already begun to seek adventure, engaging in various occupations,
including soldiering in the wars against the Turks and serving as a mercenary
in Europe.

Journey to America

In 1606, Smith joined a group of adventurers and merchants who sought to
establish a colony in Virginia. This venture was part of England's broader
efforts to expand its influence and territory in the New World. The
expedition set sail in December 1606, and after a challenging journey, they
arrived in the Chesapeake Bay area in April 1607. This would mark the
beginning of the English presence in America and the establishment of
Jamestown.

The Establishment of Jamestown



The Struggles of the Colony

Upon landing, the settlers faced numerous challenges, including:

1. Lack of Preparation: Many of the colonists were gentlemen unaccustomed to
manual labor, leading to a significant shortfall in food production and
resource management.
2. Hostile Relations with Native Americans: Initial interactions with the
Powhatan Confederacy were fraught with tension and misunderstandings,
resulting in conflicts.
3. Environmental Challenges: The settlers contended with a harsh environment,
including swamps that bred disease and a lack of potable water.

These adversities nearly doomed the settlement within its first year.

John Smith's Leadership

As one of the few experienced leaders among the settlers, John Smith quickly
emerged as a pivotal figure during the colony's early struggles. His
leadership style was characterized by discipline and pragmatism:

- Imposing Work Ethic: Smith implemented a rule that required all settlers to
work for their sustenance, famously declaring, “He who does not work, does
not eat.”
- Exploration and Diplomacy: Smith took it upon himself to explore the
surrounding areas, establishing trade relations with Native American tribes,
particularly the Powhatans. His interactions with Pocahontas and her father,
Chief Powhatan, were crucial in securing food and resources for the
struggling colony.

The General History of Virginia

Overview and Structure

Published in 1624, The General History of Virginia is divided into several
sections that detail the early experiences of the Jamestown settlers:

1. The Voyage to Virginia: Smith describes the journey and the diverse
personalities aboard the ship.
2. The Establishment of Jamestown: This section delves into the initial
struggles and leadership roles.
3. Encounters with Native Americans: Smith provides a detailed account of
interactions with various tribes, including trade, conflict, and cultural
exchanges.



4. Personal Adventures: Smith shares his personal escapades, including his
capture by Native Americans and subsequent rescue by Pocahontas.

Significance of the Work

The General History of Virginia serves multiple purposes:

- Historical Record: It provides a primary source for historians studying the
early colonial period, capturing the challenges and triumphs faced by the
settlers.
- Cultural Document: Smith's work is a lens through which we can view the
cultural attitudes of the time, including European perceptions of Native
Americans.
- Adventure Narrative: Smith's storytelling ability makes the text engaging,
emphasizing themes of exploration, survival, and heroism.

Interactions with Native Americans

Conflict and Cooperation

The relationship between the English settlers and the Native Americans was
complex and often fraught with tension. Smith’s accounts illustrate this
dichotomy:

- Trade Relations: Smith successfully established trade with the Powhatan
Confederacy, exchanging goods such as metal tools for food. This relationship
was vital for the survival of the Jamestown colony.
- Hostile Encounters: Despite moments of cooperation, there were numerous
conflicts, often stemming from misunderstandings or encroachments on Native
American lands.

Pocahontas and John Smith

One of the most famous stories from Smith's writings involves Pocahontas, the
daughter of Chief Powhatan. Smith recounts a dramatic incident in which he
was captured by Powhatan's warriors, only to be saved by Pocahontas, who
intervened to prevent his execution. This event has become emblematic of the
complex relationships between Native Americans and European settlers.



The Legacy of John Smith and His Work

Impact on American History

John Smith's contributions to the Jamestown colony and his writings have had
a lasting impact on American history:

- Inspiration for Future Colonization: His adventurous spirit and accounts of
exploration inspired future generations to explore and settle in North
America.
- Cultural Narratives: Smith’s portrayal of Native Americans has influenced
the narratives surrounding colonialism and the American frontier experience.

Critiques and Controversies

While Smith's work is invaluable, it is not without its critiques:

- Exaggeration of Events: Some historians argue that Smith embellished
certain events for dramatic effect, particularly his interactions with
Pocahontas.
- Colonial Perspective: His writings reflect a Eurocentric view of Native
Americans, often portraying them as noble savages or obstacles to progress,
which can oversimplify their complex societies.

Conclusion

John Smith: The General History of Virginia remains a crucial text for
understanding the early colonial experience in America. Through Smith's eyes,
we gain insight into the challenges faced by the Jamestown settlers and the
intricate relationships formed with Native Americans. His work not only
serves as a historical narrative but also as a reflection of the broader
themes of exploration, survival, and cultural exchange that defined the early
years of American history. As we continue to explore and understand this
period, Smith's account will undoubtedly remain a cornerstone of our
comprehension of the colonial era.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was John Smith and why is he significant in 'The



General History of Virginia'?
John Smith was an English soldier, explorer, and author who played a pivotal
role in the establishment of the Jamestown colony in Virginia. His accounts
in 'The General History of Virginia' provide valuable insights into the early
colonial experience and interactions with Native American tribes.

What are the main themes explored in 'The General
History of Virginia'?
The main themes include exploration and survival, the challenges faced by
early settlers, interactions with Native Americans, and the concept of
leadership and governance in a new land.

How does John Smith's portrayal of Native Americans
in his writings reflect the attitudes of his time?
John Smith's portrayal of Native Americans ranges from admiration to
condescension, reflecting a complex mixture of fascination and cultural
superiority typical of European attitudes during the early 17th century.

What role did 'The General History of Virginia' play
in shaping American history?
'The General History of Virginia' is considered one of the first significant
works of American literature, helping to shape perceptions of the New World
and influencing future exploration and colonization efforts.

What are some notable events described in 'The
General History of Virginia'?
Notable events include the establishment of Jamestown, Smith’s capture and
subsequent rescue by Pocahontas, and the struggles against starvation and
conflict with Native Americans.

How has 'The General History of Virginia' been
received by historians and scholars?
'The General History of Virginia' has been both praised for its firsthand
account of early colonial life and critiqued for its embellishments and
biases, making it a subject of scholarly debate.
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