
Powhatan Exchanges Views With Captain John Smith, 1608 
“What Can You Get By Warre” 
 

[Powhatan:]  

Captaine Smith, you may understand that I having seene the death of all my people thrice, and 
not any one living of these three generations but my selfe; I know the difference of Peace and 
Warre better then any in my Country. But now I am old and ere long must die, my brethren, 
namely Opitchapam, Opechancanough, and Kekataugh, my two sisters, and their two daughters, 
are distinctly each others successors. I wish their experience no lesse then mine, and your love to 
them no lesse then mine to you. But this bruit from Nandsamund, that you are come to destroy 
my Country, so much affrighteth all my people as they dare not visit you. What will it availe you 
to take that by force you may quickly have by love, or to destroy them that provide you food. 
What can you get by warre, when we can hide our provisions and fly to the woods? whereby you 
must famish by wronging us your friends. And why are you thus jealous of our loves seeing us 
unarmed, and both doe, and are willing still to feede you, with that you cannot get but by our 
labours? Thinke you I am so simple, not to know it is better to eate good meate, lye well, and 
sleepe quietly with my women and children, laugh and be merry with you, have copper, hatchets, 
or what I want being your friend: then be forced to flie from all, to lie cold in the woods, feede 
upon Acornes, rootes, and such trash, and be so hunted by you, that I can neither rest, eate, nor 
sleepe; but my tyred men must watch, and if a twig but breake, every one cryeth there commeth 
Captaine Smith: then must I fly I know not whether: and thus with miserable feare, end my 
miserable life, leaving my pleasures to such youths as you, which through your rash 
unadvisednesse may quickly as miserably end, for want of that, you never know where to finde. 
Let this therefore assure you of our loves, and every yeare our friendly trade shall furnish you 
with Corne; and now also, if you would come in friendly manner to see us, and not thus with 
your guns and swords as to invade your foes. To this subtill discourse, the President thus replyed.  

Capt. Smiths Reply.  

Seeing you will not rightly conceive of our words, we strive to make you know our thoughts by 
our deeds; the vow I made you of my love, both my selfe and my men have kept. As for your 
promise I find it every day violated by some of your subjects: yet we finding your love and 
kindnesse, our custome is so far from being ungratefull, that for your sake onely, we have curbed 
our thirsting desire of revenge; els had they knowne as well the crueltie we use to our enemies, 
as our true love and courtesie to our friends. And I thinke your judgement sufficient to conceive, 
as well by the adventures we have undertaken, as by the advantage we have (by our Armes) of 
yours: that had we intended you any hurt, long ere this we could have effected it. Your people 
comming to James Towne are entertained with their Bowes and Arrowes without any exceptions; 
we esteeming it with you as it is with us, to weare our armes as our apparell. As for the danger of 
our enemies, in such warres consist our chiefest pleasure: for your riches we have no use: as for 
the hiding your provision, or by your flying to the woods, we shall not so unadvisedly starve as 
you conclude, your friendly care in that behalfe is needlesse, for we have a rule to finde beyond 
your knowledge.  



Many other discourses they had, till at last they began to trade. But the King seeing his will 
would not be admitted as a law, our guard dispersed, nor our men disarmed, he (sighing) 
breathed his minde once more in this manner. 

Source: John Smith, The Generall Historie of Virginia, New England & The Summer Isles 
(Glasgow, Scotland: James MacLehose and Sons, 1907), Vol. 1: 158–59 

 

“The Starving Time”: John Smith Recounts the Early 
History of Jamestown, 1609 
 

The day before Captaine Smith returned for England with the ships, Captaine Davis arrived in a 
small Pinace, with some sixteene proper men more: To these were added a company from James 
towne, under the command of Captaine John Sickelmore alias Ratliffe, to inhabit Point Comfort. 
Captaine Martin and Captaine West, having lost their boats and neere halfe their men among the 
Salvages, were returned to James towne; for the Salvages no sooner understood Smith was gone, 
but they all revolted, and did spoile and murther all they incountered. Now wee were all 
constrained to live onely on that Smith had onely for his owne Companie, for the rest had 
consumed their proportions, and now they had twentie Presidents with all their appurtenances: 
Master Piercie our new President, was so sicke hee could neither goe nor stand. But ere all was 
consumed, Captaine West and Captaine Sickelmore, each with a small ship and thirtie or fortie 
men well appointed, sought abroad to trade. Sickelmore upon the confidence of Powhatan, with 
about thirtie others as carelesse as himselfe, were all slaine, onely Jeffrey Shortridge escaped, 
and Pokahontas the Kings daughter saved a boy called Henry Spilman, that lived many yeeres 
after, by her meanes, amongst the Patawomekes. Powhatan still as he found meanes, cut off their 
Boats, denied them trade, so that Captaine West set saile for England. Now we all found the 
losse of Captaine Smith, yea his greatest maligners could now curse his losse: as for corne, 
provision and contribution from the Salvages, we had nothing but mortall wounds, with clubs 
and arrowes; as for our Hogs, Hens, Goats, Sheepe, Horse, or what lived, our commanders, 
officers & Salvages daily consumed them, some small proportions sometimes we tasted, till all 
was devoured; then swords, armes, pieces, or any thing, wee traded with the Salvages, whose 
cruell fingers were so oft imbrewed in our blouds, that what by their crueltie, our Governours 
indiscretion, and the losse of our ships, of five hundred within six moneths after Captaine Smiths 
departure, there remained not past sixtie men, women and children, most miserable and poore 
creatures; and those were preserved for the most part, by roots, herbes, acornes, walnuts, berries, 
now and then a little fish: they that had startch in these extremities, made no small use of it; yea, 
even the very skinnes of our horses. Nay, so great was our famine, that a Salvage we slew, and 
buried, the poorer sort tooke him up againe and eat him, and so did divers one another boyled 
and stewed with roots and herbs: And one amongst the rest did kill his wife, powdered her, and 
had eaten part of her before it was knowne, for which hee was executed, as hee well deserved; 
now whether shee was better roasted, boyled or carbonado’d, I know not, but of such a dish as 
powdered wife I never heard of. This was that time, which still to this day we called the starving 



time; it were too vile to say, and scarce to be beleeved, what we endured: but the occasion was 
our owne, for want of providence, industrie and government, and not the barrennesse and defect 
of the Countrie, as is generally supposed; for till then in three yeeres, for the numbers were 
landed us, we had never from England provision sufficient for six moneths, though it seemed by 
the bils of loading sufficient was sent us, such a glutton is the Sea, and such good fellowes the 
Mariners; we as little tasted of the great proportion sent us, as they of our want and miseries, yet 
notwithstanding they ever over-swayed and ruled the businesse, though we endured all that is 
said, and chiefly lived on what this good Countrie naturally afforded; yet had wee beene even in 
Paradice it selfe with these Governours, it would not have beene much better with us; yet there 
was amongst us, who had they had the government as Captaine Smith appointed, but that they 
could not maintaine it, would surely have kept us from those extremities of miseries. This in ten 
daies more, would have supplanted us all with death.  

But God that would not this Countrie should be unplanted, sent and Sir Thomas Gates, and Sir 
George Sommers with one hundred and fiftie people most happily preserved by the Bermudas to 
preserve us: strange it is to say how miraculously they were preserved in a leaking ship, as at 
large you may reade in the insuing Historie of those Ilands.  

Source: John Smith, The Generall Historie of Virginia, New England & The Summer Isles 
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