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Pocahontas: Race and Gender in England

by lage, and as themsclves afterward confessed unto
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‘:_’ John Rolfe’s Letter on Marrying Pocahontas (1614)
:_1 If the kidnapping of Pocahontas revealed the unstable relationship between militant ‘
o] Englisb colonists and Algonquian natifvcjs, her marriage to John Rolfe, a Vi irgim'a .
h planter, became perbaps the most strategic moment in En gland’s earliest colonization of
']_ North America. Rolfe had wedded himself to the Virginia project from ifs beginning.
. Indeed, be was tied to nearly every important moment in the colony’s first fifteen years.
l’ A He sailed with his expectant English wife on the supply ships that wrecked off Bermuda 4
r in 1609, an event that inspired Shakespeare to write The Tempest. (For Rolfe, that .
;S fuoyage'brougbt personal h:aged}.l as well* bis newborn daughter did not survive, and his
o wife c.ized shortly after their arrival in Virginia. ) By 1612, Rolfe bad becor.ne the ﬁrst
r s Englishman to export tobacco from Virginia, an achicvement that led o bis appointment
y » as the colony’s recorder and to a seat in the first House of Burgesses. Yet Rolfe was also a
! ¥ widower in a colony where there were practically no marriageable English women. So
:; = when Pocabontas remained a captive under the tutelage of an Anglican minister, Rolfe
; resolved to marry ber.

For an Englishman to marry a “sqvage” was no small matter, and Rolfe knew it. In
s the following letter to the deputy governor, Sir Thomas Dale, Rolfe pleaded for advice
: while revealing the dilemmas he faced. It was no coincidence that Rolfe appealed to this
e qﬁfcial. Dale had recently impased martial law, with severe penalties (including death) B,
, for colonists who fatled to live an orderly and outwardly Christian life. Two years earlier, e
" when several colonists had run away fo live with the Indians, Dale ordered thetr execu- B i
7 tion: “some he apointed to be hanged Some burned Some to be broken upon awheels, others 3
s to be staked and some to be shott fo death.” The intent of these measures Was “to terrefy _.
b the reste” of the colonists from Sfollowing their path. Cobabitating with Indians, or ‘going i
1 savage,” could be a fatal mistake. So Rolfe was probably not the first Englishman to :
- marry and father children with an Algonquian Indian womarn; rather, be was the first fo :
- do it under the banner of Christianity. !

Mouch like bis previous actions, Rolfe may have planned his marriage to Pocahontas 1|
. with the success of the Virginia colony in mind. Rolfe’s letter reveals his many-sided !
l motivations, as well as the importance of Pocabontas’s conversion for Virginia colon ists
) and their supporters in England. But before he could accomplish his mission, Rolfe needed k-
to wrestle with the dilemmas of marrying across the cultural and racial boundaries of the
new colonial world.
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PROBLEMS TO CONSIDER

1. Describe all of Rolfe’s conflicting “passions of [his) troubled soule™ in other
words, what different forces were tugging at Rolfe’s conscience as he contem-
plated and sought permission for this marriage?

2. What does this letter indicate about carly English understandings of race? In
the eyes of the colonial leaders, which mattered more: that Pocahontas was an

Indian or that she was a non-Christian?

Jobn Rolfe, to Sir Thomas Dale, 1614
Honourable Sir, and most worthy Governor:

-+« But (my case standing as it doth) what
better worldly refuge can 1 here secke, than to
shelter my selfe under the safety of your favour-
able protection? And did not my easc proceede
from an unspotted conscience, I should not dare
to offer to your view and approved judgement,
these passions of my troubled soule. . . .

Let therefore this my well advised protesta-
tion, which here I make betweene God and my
own conscience, be a sufficient witnesse, at the
dreadfull day of judgement (when the secret of
all mens harts shall be opened) to condemne me
herein, if my chiefest intent and purpose be not,
to strive with all my power of body and minde,
in the undertaking of so mightie a matter, no
way led (so far forth as mans weakenesse may
permit) with the unbridled desire of carnall af-
fection: but for the good of this plantation, for
the honour of our countrie, for the glory of God,
for my owne salvation, and for the converting
to the true knowledge of God and Jesus Christ,
an unbeleeving creature, namely Pokahuntas.
To whom my hearty and best thoughts are, and
have a long time been so entangled, and en-
thralled in so intricate a labyrinth that I was
cven awcaried to unwinde my selfe thercout.
But almighty God, who never faileth his, . . . led
me by the hand that I might plainely see and
discerne the safe paths wherein to tread.

... Nor was T ignorant of the heavie dis-
pleasure which almightie God conceived against
the sons of Levie and Israel for marrying strange
wives, nor of the inconveniences which may
thereby arise, with other the like good motions
which made me looke about warily and with

good circumspection, into the grounds and prin-
cipall agitations, which thus should provoke me
to be in love with one whose education hath
been rude, her manners barbarous, her genera-
tion accursed, and so discrepant in all nurtriturc
from mysclfe, that oftentimes with feare and
trembling, I have ended my private controversic
with this: surely these are wicked instigations,
hatched by him who sceketh and delighteth in
mans destruction; and so with fervent prayers to
be ever preserved from such diabolical assaults
(as I tooke those to be) I have taken some rest.
Thus when I had thought I had obtained my
peace and quietnesse, beholde another, but more
gracious temptation had made breaches into
my holiest and strongest meditations; . . . for
besides the many passions and sufferings which
I have daily, hourely, yea and in my sleepe en-
dured, even awaking mee to astonishment, taxing
mee with remisnesse, and carelesnesse, refusing
and neglecting to performe the duty of a good
Christian, pulling me by the eare, and crying:
why dost not thou endeavour to make her a
Christian? And these have happened to my
greater wonder, even when she hath been fur-
thest seperated from me, which in common rea-
son (were it not an undoubted worke of God)
might breede forgetfulnesse of a far more wor-
thie creature. Besides, I say the holy spirit of
God hath often demanded of me, why I was cre-
ated? If not for transitory pleasures and worldly
vanities, but to labour in the Lords vineyard,
there to sow and plant, to nourish and increase
the fruites thereof, daily adding with the good
husband in the Gospell, somewhat to the talent,
that in the end the fruites may be reaped, to the
comfort of the laborer in this life, and his salva-
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tion in the world to come? . . . Likewise, adding
hereunto her great appearance of love to me, her
desire to be taught and instructed in the knowl-
edge of God, her capablenesse of understand-
ing, her aptnessc and willingnessc to receive any
good impression, and also the spirituall, besides
her owne incitements stirring me up hercunto.

What should I doe? shall I be of so untoward

a disposition, as to refuse to leade the blind into

his dear Son Christ Jesus his sake.

Pocahontas: Race and Gender in England's Colonization of Virginia <~ §1

Now if the vulgar sort, who square [measure]
all mens actions by the base rule of their own
filthinesse, shall taxe or taunt me in this my
godly labour: let them know, it is not any hungry
appetite, to gorge my selfe with incontinency;
sure (if I would, and were so sensually inclined)
I might satisfie such desire, though not without
a seared conscience, yet with Christians more
pleasing to the eye, and lesse fearcfull in the of-

York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1907), 239-44.

rin- the right way? . . . Shall I despise to actuate these  fence unlawfully committed. . . .
me pious duties of a Christian? Shall the basc feare But shall it please God thus to dispose of me
lath of displeasing the world, overpower and with-  (which 1 earnestly desire to fulfill my ends be-
‘ra- hold mee from revealing unto man these spiritu-  fore set down) I will heartely accept of it as a
ure all workes of the Lord, which in my meditations  godly taxc appointed me, and I will never cease
"fd and prayers, 1 have daily made knowne unto (God assisting me), untill I have accomplished,
sie him? God forbid. . .. and brought to perfection so holy a worke, in
s, But I doubt not these [words] shall be suffi-  which 1 will daily pray God to blesse me, to
n cient, both to certific you of my true intents, in  mine, and her eternall happines. . ..
to discharging of my dutic to God, and to your At your command most willing to be dis-
ts selfe, to whose gracious providence I humbly posed of

submit my sclfe, for his glory, your honour, our JOHN ROLFE.
y Countreys good, the benefit of this Plantation,
e : -
) and for t?le .conv_crtmg of one unregenerate, to John Rolfe to Sir Thomas Dale, 1614, in Narratives of Early
r regeneration; which 1 beseech God to grant, for Virginia, 1606-1625, edited by Lyon Gardiner Tyler (New
!

Portrait of Pocahontas (1617)

0

By the time Pocabontas arrived in England in 1616, her transformation under the
watchful eye of John Rolfe and the Virginia Company was nearly complete. Rolfe cer-
tainly brought Pocahontas to England to demonstrate the moral triumph of England s

colonizing in the New World. Various English aristocrats (investors in the Virginia en-
terprise) welcomed her, and King James I and Queen Anne invited her to a court masque.
At some point, she sat for a portrait engraved by the artist Simon van de Passe. The cap-
tion below the portrait reads “Matoaka, alias Rebecca, daughter of the mighty Prince
Powbhatan, Emperor of Attanoughkomouck, alias Virginia, converted and baptized in
the Christian faith, and wife of the worshipful Mr. John Rolff.” That Pocahontas took
Rebecca as her new Christian name was filled with irony. In Genesis 26, translated in
the Geneva Bible, Rebecca, the bride of Isaac (Abrabam'’s son), was told: “Two nations
are in thy womb, and two manner of people shall be divided out of thy bowels; and the
one people shall be mightier than the other, and the elder shall serve the younger. . . . So
he that came out first was red . . . and they called his name Esau.” Not everyone in Eng-
lish society, however, seemed convinced of Pocahontass metamorphosis from Indian sav-
age to Christian lady. A tone of sarcasm can be heard in John Chamberlain’s description
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of her portrait as “a fine picture of no fayre Lady and yet with ber tricking up and high
stile and titles you might thinke her and her worshipfull busband to be somebody.”

PROBLEMS TO CONSIDER

1. Reading both the visual image and the caption of this portrait, what did this
image of Pocahontas convey about the project of English colonization? How
did she embody England’s colonial designs?

2. What vestiges of her Indian identity did the artist wish to portray, and what did
they represent®

_ T

Engraving of Pocahontas by Simon Van de Passe (1616).

{(Photo by Time Life Pictares/Mansell/ Time Lite Pictures/Getty Images.)
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3. Governor John Winthrop Gives a Model of Christian
Charity, 1630

L. For the persons, we are a Company professing ourselves fellow members of
Christ. In which respect only though we were absent from each other many miles,
ind had our employments as far distant, yet we ought to account ourselves knit to-
gether by this bond of love, and live in the exercise of it, if we would have comfort
of our being in Christ. . . .

2. for the work we have in hand, it is by a mutual consent through a special over-
ruling providence, and a more than an ordinary approbation of the Churches of Christ
to seek out a place of Cohabitation and Consortship under a due form of Government
both civil and ecclesiastical. In such cases as this the care of the public must oversway
all private respects. by which not only conscience, but mere Civil policy doth bind us;
for it is a true rule that particular estates cannot subsist in the ruin of the public.

3. The end is to improve our lives to do more service 10 the Lord the comfort
and increase of the body of christ whereof we are members that ourselves and pos-
terity may be the better preserved from the Common corruptions of this evil world
to serve the Lord and work out our Salvation under the power and purity of his holy
Ordinances.

1 4. for the means whereby this must be effected, they are 2fold, a Conformity with

the work and end we aim at, these we see are extraordinary, therefore we must not con-

bare, are you f tent oursel.ves “.'ith usual ordinary means whatsoever we did or ought to have done

£ when we lived in England, the same must we do and more also where we go: That

; which the most in their Churches maintain as a truth in profession only, we must bring

b in his hand, g into familiar and constant practice, as in this duty of love we must love brotherly
I

) sheath his without dissimulfltion, we must love one another with a pure heax:t fervently we must
ve England ! bgar one another's burder'ls, we must not lf)ok only on our own thlngs.. but also on the
1 do come things of our brethren, neither must we think that the lord v.wll bear with such failings
God's; forj ; at our hands as he doth from those among whom we have lived. . . .

Some of the spelling in this document has been modernized.

John Winthrop, A Madel of Christian Charity, 1630, in Massachusetts Historical Society’s Collections,
3rd ser., VIL(1838), 33-48: pt. MHS Winthrop Papers. I, 1931, 282-295.
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