
When the
English landed 
at Jamestown, 
Virginia was in the middle of 
a seven-year drought and the 
worst dry spell in 770 years..1  
The Indians cautiously sussed 
out the newcomers, helping 
them a little, while also test-
ing them militarily. Eventually, 
though, competition over a lim-
ited food supply led to war. 

Or did it?

The answer to that question—a 
war or not a war?—goes beyond 
mere semantics. It is at the heart 
of how historians understand 
this crucial moment and how 
educators help, or sometimes 
fail to help, students make sense 
of history.

First, though: the “war.”

It’s true, there were raids and 
battles. Late in the summer of 
1609, for instance, an English
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attempt to negotiate for Nansemond 
land resulted in the deaths of two 
English messengers and the de-
struction of a Nansemond town—
with houses ransacked, temples de-
stroyed, and corpses defiled.2 A few 
months later, the Indians retaliated 
with an ambush that killed about 
thirty-three colonists, including the 
horrifying death-by-torture of Cap-
tain John Ratcliffe.3 

That winter the Indians made it 
nearly impossible for the English 
to safely leave their fort at James-
town—what at least one historian 
has described as a classic military 
siege4—which prevented the set-
tlers from hunting or raiding Indian 
fields for food. This led to the fa-
mous Starving Time, during which 
about three-quarters of the English 
population died.

The colony managed to survive, but 
barely. The next summer, “desyreous 
for to be Revendged,” in the words 
of George Percy, the English un-
leashed a series of brutal attacks that 
included the killing of a chief ’s wife 
and children.5 More of the same fol-
lowed over the next several years. 
Employing tactics perfected in the 
Irish wars, the English engaged in 
deception, random slaughter, the 
killing of women and children, and 
the destruction of whole towns.6

They even invoked martial law 
at Jamestown.7

Then, with the help of an Indi-
an leader, the English captured 
Pocahontas.8  Using her as lever-
age, they sailed 150 soldiers—
with their prisoner plainly in 
view—up the York River, deep 
into Indian-held territory. Stop-
ping near present-day West 
Point, Virginia, they confronted 
several hundred Pamunkey war-
riors in what must have been a 
highly dramatic scene.

Except that no one on either side 
fired a shot.9

 
A few weeks later, Pocahon-
tas received permission from 
her father, the paramount chief 
Powhatan, to marry John Rolfe, 
and just like that, the war ended.

If we want to call it a war, that is.

They confronted several 
hundred Pamunkey 

warriors in what 
must have been a 

highly dramatic scene.

Except that no one on 
either side fired a shot.
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Many scholars have been reti-
cent about using that word. 
Some, like the anthropologist 
Frederic W. Gleach, have argued 
that, for the Algonquian-speak-
ing Indians of Virginia, the con-
cept of war involved something 
else entirely. They had tradition-
ally engaged in low-level con-
flict that was nearly constant; it 
did not begin or end as clearly as 
European wars did. To call this 
Anglo-Indian fighting a war, in 
other words, would be to un-
derstand it only from a Euro-
pean perspective.10 Other schol-
ars, though, have argued that it 
doesn’t quite make sense from 
that perspective, either. They 
have long noted, with Nancy
Oestreich Lurie, that “armed 
clashes occurred frequently, 
but there were not organized
hostilities.”11   

Where are the armies? Where is the 
coordination and the long-term strat-
egy? these historians have wondered.

J. Frederick Fausz was the first to 
dub the period of fighting that lasted 
from 1609 until 1614 the First An-
glo-Powhatan War. That was back in 
1977 and then again, in more detail, 
in 1990.12  Over the next several de-
cades historians slowly warmed up 
to his conclusion that, with attacks, 
counterattacks, a siege, and prison-
ers, this must have been a war. Be-
sides, Fausz pointed out, the English 
themselves called it a “warre.”13

Such a debate matters because label-
ing this fighting a war, and giving 
that war a beginning and an end, 
helps historians to make sense of
why, for example, so many English 
men and women died during the 
Starving Time.

Or why the marriage of Poca-
hontas constituted a shrewd 
diplomatic move for both sides. 
And yet, even as the terminol-
ogy has found its way into class-
rooms, the meaning of the First 
Anglo-Powhatan War has been 
more difficult to grasp.

Mention of the war, for instance, 
appears in the widely used his-
tory textbook The American 
Pageant.14  Something crucial 
is missing, though. While the 
textbook’s authors note when 
the war ended, they neglect to 
say when it began. Was it in the 
autumn of 1609, as Fausz has 
argued? Apparently not, as the 
book describes this as a time 
marked by “a shaky peace” dur-
ing which Pocahontas helped “to 
provide needed foodstuffs” for 
the English. 
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The very next sentence, how-
ever, describes the onset of the 
Starving Time. One might be 
inclined to ask why the English 
were forced to subsist, as George 
Percy reported, on “doggs Catts 
Ratts and myce” when Pocahon-
tas was helping to provide them 
with food.15  The textbook does 
not, and perhaps cannot, say.

The authors go on to describe 
the so-called Irish tactics used 
by the English, but there is no 
suggestion that such violence 
was ever either provoked or re-
ciprocated during the First An-
glo-Powhatan War. Instead, the 
Indians are rendered passive. 
Fausz has speculated that many 
scholars are squeamish about 
Indian violence lest they fall into
stereotypes of the Indian as “sav-
age.”16  And yet the only time 
the Indians act in this section of 
American Pageant—they “struck 
back in 1622,” to begin the Sec-
ond Anglo-Powhatan War—it is 
in the context of an attack that 
for hundreds of years has been 
described by historians and the 
general public only as a “massa-
cre.”17

Where are the armies? 

Where is the 
coordination and the 
long-term strategy? 

-- historians have 
wondered.

1622 JAMESTOWN MASSACRE
Woodcut by Matthaeus Merian (1628)
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Virginia’s Standards of Learning 
(SOL), developed by the state De-
partment of Education to guide 
social studies curriculum, fall into 
another trap. Perhaps in an attempt 
to avoid both the stereotype of the 
Indian as a savage and the Indian as 
a passive actor, the SOLs fail to men-
tion any war or violence at all. In the 
standards for fourth-grade Virginia 
Studies, for instance, teachers are 
instructed to emphasize “the inter-
actions between the English settlers 
and the native peoples, including 
the contributions of Powhatan to 
the survival of the settlers.”18

This has led to incoherence, such as 
what can be found in Our Virginia: 
Past and Present, a fourth-grade 
textbook that follows the SOLs 
closely. On page 55, the author Joy 
Masoff describes Pocahontas as 
having “bridged the Indian and 
English worlds, serving as a contact 
when the Indians brought food to 
the starving settlers.” 

And yet one page later, the set-
tlers are reduced to eating their 
horses and dogs, their belts and 
boots.

Why?

Without violence, without war, 
Masoff is helpless to explain. 
She writes that “in their excite-
ment to do well, [the English] 
failed to stow away enough food 
for their own needs.” But even a 
fourth-grader ought to be smart 
enough to wonder, What in the 
world happened to Pocahon-
tas? Later, when Pocahontas is 
married, Masoff writes that “an 
uneasy peace settled over Vir-
ginia”—without having once 
suggested there had been any-
thing but peace!19

One need not fully adopt Fausz’s 
insistence on  the word “war” to 
understand that the discussion 
is important. 
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It helps historians to better un-
derstand relations between 
the Indians and the English at 
Jamestown. And it helps teach-
ers make sense for their students 
of a confusing but critical time 
in American history. 

By BRENDAN WOLFE
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