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“’I’oWnsend .. . writes
witli a shérp swdrd
and a crackling whip.”
—John I&onafd,

Harper’s Magazine




MaRCH 10, when Rolfe dictated his will, had been a Sunday. On
Friday, March 22, the Powhatan people launched a great assault
against the colony, killing approximately one-quarter of the resi-
dents—somewhere between 350 and 400. The Indians used to their
advantage their age-old techniques of warfare—intertribal coopera-
tion, advance planning, and the preservation of secrecy, enabling

simultaneous attacks in multiple places. They used creativity and
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trickery to surmount the problem of their lack of equivalent weap-
onry. The night before and ear ly that morning, groups approached
settlements up and down the James River in an apparently friendly

tashion, in some cases even breal kfasting with the colonists. At an
appointed time they atracked with deadly suddenness. At Mulberry
Island, for example, where a young relative of William Pierce was
living on the land that the Pierces and the Rolfes claimed, all were
killed: Thomas Pierce and his wife and child, two English serving
men, and a young French boy they had with them. Jamestown and its
immediate environs, including the Rolfe plantation, went unscathed:

an Indian boy who was living with a colonist “as his son” leaked word
of the coming assault. Some s say more than one person told. At any

rate, those within easy rowing and riding distance of the fort were
warned, and a military defense was mounted that apparently caused
the Indians to abandon any plan of entering the area near the town

Lt is even possible that the Indians never intended to attack this most
densely populated section.??

For years, various theories have been floated to explain the Indi-
ans’ decision to reverse their former policy so suddenly and so com-
pletely. Most acknowledge that the Indians were losing their land, but
only a few have given that idea central im portance. Specifically, some
have blamed Argall’s harshness and then the policies of the new
councils. Others have argued that the Indians were more incensed
about religious questions, including the new efforts to indoctrinate
their children. Some have insisted that the Indians responded almost

spontaneously because the English had shortly before murdered a fa-

mous warrior with almost mythic status—Nemattanew, or Jack-of-
the-Feather, A few have found compelling the fact that the atrack
coincided with the religious celebration of the four- -year anniversary
of Powhatan’s death. It is also true that as the Indians took up their
positions on the eve of the attack, it was the five- -year anniversary of
Pocahontas’s funeral. But the vast majority of them would not have

known that and probably would not have cared much if they had.?’
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the course of millennia had given the Old World inhabitants untold
advantages over those of the New.
I March 1622, however, the long-term results of the chain of In-

dian raids were not at all clear. To a large extent, the Indians had been

successful; it remained to be seen how the English would respond.
March was a good time for the assault, the tail end of winter, when
Il living inland, broken into small units and fam-

ilies, not yet having regathered at their major riverside villages, where

1d be vulnerable to counterattack. If all went well, the sur-

the Indians were st

they wou
viving English would abandon the place, and by summer the Indians
could plant their old lands again. As the Indian warriors moved in-
land into the denser trees, along winding deer paths and footpaths
that they knew but the English did not, they brought away with

them about twenty prisoners, most of them young women. These
ges of Pocahontas—

would have the option of becoming mirror imag

of becoming Indians if they chose. Some did. Anne Jackson, who

stayed with the Pamunkey until 1626, then was ransomed, was unable
to fully break her ties with those whom she had learned to love. The
colonial authorities shipped her back forcibly to England. Even Jane
Dickinson, who apparently had wanted to be ransomed in 1623, im-
plied in 1624 that her life with the landowner who had bought her

freedom in order that she might work for him was a worse kind of

slavery than she had experienced with the so-called savages.”

Most of the colonists, however, did not share these feclings,
Never having lived among the Indians, failing to see them as people,
most of the settlers felt only hatred. They might have decided to
leave if they had believed the danger would stretch on interminably.
But there was to be no standoff between matched adversaries. In-
Je Indians. When Londoners blamed the

stead, they meant to kall
hey

disaster on them, for having grown too cozy with the natives, t
wrote back in rage: “You pass soe heavie a Censure upon us as vt we
alone were guiltie. You may be pleased to Consider what instructions

you have formerly given us, to wynn the Indyans to us by A kinde
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woman, one of twenty who had come off a Dutch ship n 161g——the
first African slaves to arrive in the future United States. His daugh-

ter Joan, Rolfe’s widow, married

a wealthy man named Captain

Roger Smith. Thomas’s half sister, Elizabeth, grew up in her new

. .
stepfather’s houschold.”
When Thomas was approaching twenty, Pierce paid for his pas-

sage to Virginia and thereby gained more land in the headright sys-
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It is fashionable in some circles to lament Focahontass death, not
for herself or her family or her people, but for the sake of history: 1t
is said that had she lived, advocating for her people in the tumul-
tuous decades that followed and encouraging more intermarriage,
events might have turned out difterently. Indian-white relations might
have been more harmonious. It is naive to think so.

The destruction of Virginias Indian tribes was not a question of
miscommunication and missed opportunities. White settlers wanted
the Indians’ land and had the strength to take it; the Indians could
not live without their land. It is unfair to imply that somehow Poca-
hontas, or Queen Cockacoeske, or others like them could have done
more, could have played their cards differently, and so have saved
their people. The gambling game they were forced to play was a dan-
gerous one, and they had one hand, even two, tied behind their backs
at all times. It is important to do them the honor of believing that
they did their best. They all made decisions as well as they could,
managing in what were often nearly unbearable situations. There is
nothing they could have done that would have dramatically changed
the outcome: a new nation was going to be built on their people’s de-
struction—a destruction that would be either partial or complete.
They did not fail. On the contrary, theirs is a story of heroism as it
exists in the real world, not in epic tales. Their dwindling people did
survive, against all odds. There is a loop in the Pamunkey River that
has surrounded Indian land time out of mind. It is called the Pa-
munkey Reservation now, and the people there say it shelters Pow-
hatan’s bones. In the summer, wildflowers grow at the edge of the
water, and Pocahontas’s people can still catch a faint smell of the sea,

just as they could in 1606.






