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Preface

True Stories is a special kind of reader. It consists of fifteen stories, each thoroughly
researched and impeccably crafted by scholars who are authorities in their re-
spective fields. Each story deals with a significant and compelling episode in the
history of the United States from the seventeenth century through Reconstruc- '
tion.

In selecting the stories, we have been moved by the sense that the American
past is too rich and varied to be bound and contained by the traditional and com-
fortable narratives with which most historians are conversant. Nonetheless, some
of our stories—the story of starvation and disease during Jamestown’s early years,
or the account of Benjamin Franklin’s intellectual and social transformation from
a printer’s apprentice to America’s foremost Enlightenment figure and “father”
of the United States—will be generally familiar to instructors, if not students. Other
stories examine familiar historical figures such as William Byrd of Virginia, An-
drew Jackson, and Tecumseh from a fresh perspective—in Byrd’s case, his domestic
troubles and misogyny toward women; in Jackson’s case, his resistance to social
changes in patriarchy and family life; and in Tecumseh’s case, the War of 1812
from the Native American point of view. Still others, including the story of the
“Christmas Riots” and the conversion of a Mohawk woman, Kateri Tekakwitha,
to Catholicism, concern issues and incidents that are not even mentioned in sur-
vey textbooks. We hope readers will appreciate the remarkable diversity of True
Stories.

Together, the stories cover a wide variety of fields of historical inquiry, many
of them new to the study of history in the last two or three decades. These include
popular culture; the history of Native Americans; the history of African-Americans;
women’s history; labor and immigration history; and the social and psychological
history of war. Most important, each episode was selected because it promised to
make, well, a good story.

Why use stories to study and learn history? The idea is not as unusual as it
might seem. We live in a culture steeped in stories: the myths of ancient Greece,

X1
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Biblical narratives, bedtime stories, fairy tales, newspaper accounts, Hollywood
epics, neighborhood rumors, one’s personal account of the day’s events after a hard
day at school or at the office. Even the standard history textbooks are essentially
stories—longer, more general, more familiar, and more generally accepted stories
than the ones found in this book—but stories, just the same.

The accounts that make up True Stories are obviously not myths, or fairy tales,
or rumors. They are a certain kind of story that we easily recognize as “history.”
Indeed, history might be understood as a set of analytical stories about the past
whose authors think are “true.” When we read an historical account, we expect it
to be balanced, to be based on historical research and “fact,” and to show respect
for the past; by these standards, the stories in True Stories certainly qualify as his-
tory. But it is not quite the history one finds in a history textbook. True Stories fea-
tures people who live and act in specific places and times and in precise histori-
cal circumstances. Its flesh and blood protagonists—some of them resembling
mythic heroes or anti-heroes—set out to burn cities, lay siege to forts, challenge
superior military forces, build canals, and defy rapists. In short, one function of
any story—and one purpose of True Stories—is to put people, and people’s deeds,
back into history.

There is another lesson to be learned from these stories, one that has to do
with what a story is. Although the stories presented here often involve individu-
als acting in specific situations, they have significance that goes far beyond the set-
ting or the actors. The people in True Stories (indeed, all of us) inevitably live their
lives on the stage of history. The things that they do—even the odd, eccentric, or
criminal things—are ultimately historical deeds, carried out within the economic,
political, social, and cultural frameworks of a particular historical era. Therefore,
a good story provides the insights of the traditional textbook, though in a very dif-
ferent form.

Sometimes it can be difficult to see the connections between a story and his-
tory, between the text and its context. When one sees a movie, or watches the 11
o’clock television news, one does not easily or automatically think of these “sto-
ries” as part of history; and making the connections between a specific event and
the larger past can be more difficult when the event occurred decades ago. To help
students make these connections, and to see the need for making them, each
episode concludes with an interpretative section that pulls together the themes in
the story and links the story proper with some larger and familiar historical con-
text. For example, the seemingly erratic ravings of William Byrd against women
and his exaggerated fears of female sexuality emerge from the cultural stresses of
colonial status seeking; and the Peggy Eaton scandal was firmly rooted in radi-
cally changing definitions of family and women’s role in society.

Each episode, then, has two distinct parts. The first part is the narrated story.
Our goal was to keep this story section as free as possible from analysis and in-
terpretation, in the hope that students would fashion their own perspectives once
freed, if only relatively and momentarily, from the learned authority of the histo-
rian. The second part of the episode is a shorter interpretative conclusion, where
the authors have been given free rein to bring their considerable analytical skills
to bear on the body of the story.

As students and instructors will discover, the attempt to separate narrative
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and interpretation has been only moderately successful. Even the most rudimen-
tary collections of “facts” and the simplest narratives begin with preconceptions,
proceed from moral and ethical premises, and imply interpretive frameworks. So
do our “true stories.” Despite our efforts to put these elements in the background,
they inevitably appear in the stories. Indeed, one purpose of the collection is to
draw attention to the inescapable subjectivity of historians. Nonetheless, we also
believe that the effort made here to separate narrative and analysis can assist stu-
dents in generating their own readings of the past and, by doing so, in becoming
active participants in the complex process of understanding and creating their own
history.

Altina L. Waller
William Graebner
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THE STARVING TIME AT
JAMESTOWN

KAREN ORDAHL KUPPERMAN

The journey of Christopher Columbus in 1492 signaled the beginning of the greatest
migration in the history of the world. The Spanish and Portuguese began the great
migration with the conquest of the native peoples of Central and South America,
building grand cities and extracting the vast gold and silver resources for the benefit
of their countries. But it was not long before northern Europeans—the British, Dutch,
French, and Scandinavians—emigrated in even greater numbers. By the middle of the
seventeenth century, many thousands of people had crossed the ocean from Europe and
Africa to the new world, some as hopeful aspirants to a new and better life and many
as coerced migrants—criminals, indentured servants, and slaves. All the migrants had
to endliire the long sea voyage, in which food, water, and exercise were scarce, leading
to suffering, disease, and irritable tempers. Upon arrival, even the most privileged
were faced with seemingly insurmountable obstacles: food shortages, disease, absence
of family and friends, opposition from inhabitants of the land, and sheer exhaustion.
Although different groups faced widely varying conditions when they landed in the
new world, all had severe adjustments to make as they began to cope with the
difficulties of survival in unfamiliar and often threatening conditions.

Karen Kupperman'’s tale of Jamestown, first settled by the English in 1607, is
one of the many stories of the great migration. As inhabitants of the first English
settlement to survive on a permanent basis, the migrants to Jamestown had only the
Spanish model to emulate, and it soon became apparent that it would not work in the
northern hemisphere. There were no gold and silver mines to be exploited and no large
populations of Indians to enslave. Lacking these clearly visible sources of potential
wealth, financial backers in England had less interest in supporting the attempts of the
colonists to stabilize the settlement. Nearby Indians, although at first curious and
supportive with gifts of food and advice, were soon alienated by the demanding
arrogance of the English and became an ominous and threatening presence. For its
first two decades, Jamestown led a tenuous existence as it struggled to survive.

Historians have long striven to comprehend the near disaster at Jamestown,
postulating the disease-prone climate, the laziness and greed of the colonists, the
exploitation of indentured servants by the wealthy, or the lack of economic incentives
such as private property as possible culprits. Kupperman here explores another
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approach to the problems encountered by early Jamestown migrants. Using documents
written at the time by the participants in the settlement effort, particularly those of the
irascible and ubiquitous John Smith, she suggests another explanation, one that does
not supplant other theories but enriches them by making use of some modern
comparisons. What we have learned in the twentieth century suggests that the
psychological aspects of such dramatic changes in both the physical and social
environment must be taken into account in order to explain the human suffering and
callousness toward others apparent in Jamestown.

ife in Jamestown colony was miserable. By the spring of 1610, three years after

the venture’s founding, the colonists were desperate, starving, and sick. When
reinforcements began to arrive at the end of May and the beginning of June, they
found the settlers looking like skeletons and “crying out, ‘we are starved, we are
starved.’” ” The newcomers “read a lecture of misery in our people’s faces.” Of the
500 colonists left there the previous summer, only sixty remained alive. Many had
died of dysentery, what the colonists called the “bloody flux,” and “burning fevers.”

Starvation had driven the men to unheard-of extremes. First they consumed
their horses, then they “were glad to make shift with vermin as dogs cats, rats, and
mice.” When those were gone, the colonists ate their shoes and boots. Finally they
began to do things even they described as “incredible.” They dug up corpses and
ate them, “and some have l’iqked up the blood which hath fallen from their weak
fellows.” One colonist became addicted to the taste of human flesh and, when he
could not be restrained, was executed for it. The “most lamentable” act was com-
mitted by a man so desperate that he killed his pregnant wife, threw the unborn
child into the river, and chopped up the mother and salted the meat. His crime
was not discovered until he had actually eaten some of his cache. The governor
quickly had him executed.

Another man, Hugh Pryce, committed an equally distressing act. Pryce, “in
a furious distracted mood, came openly into the marketplace Blaspheming, ex-
claiming and crying out that there was no God” because he thought God would
not allow his creatures to suffer so much. When Pryce and a companion ventured
into the woods and were killed by Indians, his body was ravaged and disfigured
by wolves, but his dead friend was undisturbed. The colonists knew his fate was
the jildgment of the God he had denied, a punishment delivered as swiftly and
surely as the governor’s sentence on the cannibals.

Not only did some commit unspeakable crimes, but among the rest there
seemed to be no group spirit or sense of mutual respect, none of the “constancy
and resolution” leaders expected. Colonists who were able to get into boats tried
to sail away to England. Some “unhallowed creatures” actually brought further
misery on their “desolate brethren.” When sent to trade for corn with the Indi-
ans, they disobeyed orders by mistreating the natives whose help the colonists so
desperately needed. Then, as soon as their ship was loaded with corn, they con-
ceived the “barbarous project” of deserting Virginia and returning to England.
Thus they robbed the settlement of needed corn and turned the natives against
it. Then, in order to justify themselves, these “scum of men” spread slanders about
the colony back in England.
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Colonist Gabriel Archer had warned of the danger almost a year earlier in
the summer of 1609, when he returned to Jamestown from a trip to England. He
and his companions found the settlers “in such distress” that they were forced to
live on what the Indians provided (Archer described them as living on alms like
beggars), for an ounce of copper per day. He wrote that the Indians could not pos-
sibly have provided more than they did. He blamed earlier visitors who had over-
praised the country, describing it as a lush paradise; as a result, backers in En-
gland had not seen the need to send sufficient supplies. August, when Archer
wrote, should have been a time of plenty when colonists could live off abundant
supplies of nuts and berries, game animals, and fish. Instead, they were already
in want, and their distress of summer soon turned into the famine of winter.
Gabriel Archer would be among the dead of that “starving time” when the win-
ter’s toll was counted. :

Famine had plagued the colony from the beginning, and it would continue
even after the lessons of that terrible winter. Everyone had ideas, and many peo-
ple spread blame, but no plan seemed able to get the colonists on the right track.
The core problem was clear: the colonists were not producing food for themselves.
Not only did they not plant and harvest crops, they did not even seem to be able
to get food by hunting and fishing. Captain John Smith, who was in the colony
from the beginning, wrote of this strange inability: “Now although there be Deer
in the woods, Fish in the rivers, and Fowls in abundance in their seasons; yet the
woods are so wide, the rivers so broad, and the beasts so wild, and we so unskill-
ful to catch them, we little troubled them nor they us.”

Because of their own inability to raise or catch food, the colonists were al-
most totally reliant on the Indians for sustenance. As the colonists admitted, “had
the Savages not fed us, we directly had starved.” The Chesapeake-area Algon-
quians, most of whom owed allegiance to Wahunsonacock, the man the colonists
called “the great emperor Powhatan” after the name of his tribe, did have a so-
phisticated system of food production and storage. Their corn crop, yielding much
more food per acre than European farmers could produce, was a marvel to the
English. In Jamestown’s early days, the Powhatans and their allies were happy to
trade food for European manufactured goods that enhanced their own lives. Metal
axes and knives, copper cooking pots, and, when they could convince the English
to hand them over, muskets were all desirable trade items that could be efficiently
integrated into Indian lifestyles.

But as the colony grew and the demands of the settlers became more press-
ing, Indians grew weary of this continuing reliance, which depleted their own food
supplies dramatically. Boats from Jamestown were forced to travel farther and far-
ther around Chesapeake Bay seeking Indians who still might be induced to pro-
vide food, and the value of the trade goods became debased. When Indians were
reluctant to trade, colonists applied force and threats, which only made matters
worse in the long run. Soon a virtual state of war existed, and it became too dan-
gerous to go out to cultivate crops or to hunt because of the fear of snipers who
could pick off unwary men without ever even being seen. Thus the crisis of hunger
and disease was intensified, and the colonists felt like prisoners in their fort.

/ The English reading public avidly consumed reports that portrayed the
Spanish as ruthless in their treatment of the hapless natives in Latin America, and
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supporters of English colonization contrasted their peaceful, benevolent intentions
with reports of Spanish pillaging. Smith played on that comparison when he dra-
matically described his own efforts to find Indians willing to trade food for the
goods he had to offer: “The Spaniard never more greedily desired gold than he
victual.” This image was reinforced when Indians, fed up with the colonists’ con-
stant pressure, killed a small party of men led by Lieutenant Michael Sicklemore
and left the corpses with bread stuffed in their mouths. Colonist George Percy
wrote that the Indians thus showed their “contempt and scorn” and signaled
“that others might expect the like when they should come to seek for bread and
relief amongst them.” Percy was reminded of a story he had read of a Spanish gen-
eral in Chile, who was killed by having molten gold poured down his throat by
outraged Indians, who said to him “now glut thyself with gold.” That general
(Percy thought his name was Baldivia) had “there sought for gold as Sicklemore
did here for food.”
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Powhatan holding court. Representations of the eastern woodland Indian life
evolved during the early years of contact and settlement. This woodcut, which dec-
orated a map of Virginia in John Smith’s history, is adapted from a Roanoke colonists’
drawing of a carved wooden deity in a temple. (John Carter Brown Library)
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So, the Jamestown colonists had come dangerously close to emulating the
example of the despised Spaniards in their dependence on native sources of food.
And even by using force and threats, they could not possibly get enough food to
keep the colony in health. This brings us back to the main issue: Why did they
not take the steps necessary to provide their own food? Everyone who looked at
the problem came up with the same disturbing answer: the colonists were lazy and
impossible to motivate.

But reports from all kinds of sources agreed that this was not just ordinary
laziness; something far more disturbing was at work, a “most strange condition”
that no one had seen before. Ralph Hamor later wrote that the colonists, “no more
sensible than beasts, would rather starve in idleness (witness their former pro-
ceedings) than feast in labor.” Colony Secretary William Strachey judged that the
suffering at Jamestown was brought on by the settlers’ “sloth, riot, and vanity.”
He described them tearing up their houses for firewood rather than walking a short
distance into the woods. Sir Thomas Gates offered an “incredible example” of lazi-
ness. He watched colonists eat fish raw “rather than they would go a stone’s cast
to fetch wood” with which to cook it. Captain John Smith wrote persuasively about
Jamestown after his return to England. He described the atmosphere of “malice,

Indians pouring molten gold down a Spaniard’s throat. This was a widely
circulated legend warning of the dangers of unbridled greed that put more pres-
sure on the Indians than they could tolerate. (John Carter Brown Library)



