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Pocahontas (about 1596–1617)
One hundred and five English colonists landed in Virginia in 1607. 
There were many people already living there. Native American tribes 
had villages along the river. The English called the river the James, 
after their king. They named their settlement Jamestown.

The English built a large fort, claiming tribal lands and taking their 
sources of food.

Life was hard for the English colonizers. Fresh water was scarce. The 
river was salty from the nearby bay. The land was swampy and full 
of disease-carrying mosquitoes. Only 38 colonists survived the first 
eight months.

One Native American girl often visited the English. She was called 
Pocahontas. She was the daughter of Powhatan, chief of the local group of the same name.

According to early histories, Pocahontas became friends with John Smith, the Jamestown leader. Smith 
later told the story of how Pocahontas saved him from death by her father’s orders. No one knows if that 
story is true.

What is known is that the Powhatan people, an alliance of local tribes, helped the English. They traded furs 
and food for English tools. Relations were friendly for a while.

When Smith returned to England for treatment for an injury, Pocahontas was told that he had died. She 
stopped visiting Jamestown. Around the same time, tensions began to rise again because the colonists were 
expanding the settlement. The Native Americans and the English began to fight.

Another English leader kidnapped Pocahontas. He told her father that she could go free if the chief 
released some English prisoners.

Pocahontas was moved to another English settlement called Henrico. There, she met John Rolfe, a tobacco 
planter. He fell in love and wanted to marry. Powhatan agreed. The marriage was part of a peace agreement 
between the Native Americans and the English.

To get more help for Jamestown, the governor sent Pocahontas to England with her husband and their 
young son, Thomas. In London, Pocahontas was famous. 

When Rolfe and Pocahontas left London for home, Pocahontas became ill. She died and was buried in 
England rather than her homeland. She will forever be known for her important contributions to the first 
permanent English settlement in North America. 
 
Reflect:

1. What local group was Pocahantas part of?
2. Why was Pocahontas kidnapped by an English leader?
3. What is Pocahontas often remembered for?
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