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Introduction

Europeans wanted to know as much as they 
could about America’s Native people. It was not just idle 
curiosity; scholars believed they could gain understand-
ing of the history of the world by looking at cultures 
they deemed primitive. And ordinary people wanted to 
understand how Americans’ practices were similar to or 
different from what was considered normal in Europe. 
How were their societies organized? Did they have the 
rule of law? What was their religious worship? Were 
they nomadic, or did they live in towns? What did they 
eat, and how did they prepare their food?

Such knowledge was surprisingly hard to come by 
for English readers. Spanish venturers had stumbled on 
sophisticated and highly organized societies in Central 
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America a century before England’s Jamestown colony 
was founded in 1607, and scholars had been sending back 
detailed descriptions of those cultures all that time. But 
knowledge about Algonquians along North America’s 
East Coast was elusive.1 Most reports were written after 
brief encounters, and could only describe the way Native 
leaders presented themselves. Some Natives had been 
brought to England and put on display, but onlookers 
knew only what they saw. What readers needed was an 
insider’s account of Native life. Luckily, sixteen- year- old 
Henry Spelman was able to provide exactly that.

Henry was fourteen when he arrived in Virginia in 
1609 and he, like other boys who came on the ships, was 
sent to live with the Powhatans, Pocahontas’s people. 
Europeans involved in Atlantic enterprises intentionally 
deposited young boys with Native leaders. They were 
supposed to learn the language and culture of their host 
people so they could act as interpreters and go- betweens 
with an insider’s knowledge of both sides. Often Native 
leaders gave young men in return, and their purpose 

1 Algonquian refers to a related group of languages, like Romance 
languages in Europe, including Spanish, French, and Italian. The 
Natives all along the coast up to New England spoke languages of the 
Algonquian group. Other language groups to the north and west were 
Siouan and Iroquoian.
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was the same: they wanted to know as much as possible 
about the newcomers.

Henry Spelman differed from the other boys in a way 
that is very important to us: he wrote about his experi-
ences in Virginia, and his account gives us an unparal-
leled picture of Chesapeake Algonquian cultures. Other 
reports were written by adults, who saw these people 
as antagonists and possibly a very great threat to the 
English. Native leaders controlled what they saw and 
whom they met. Henry’s position was totally differ-
ent. He wrote from the viewpoint of a young adoles-
cent who was treated as an adopted son by the leaders 
of the two groups he lived with: the Powhatans and the 
Patawomecks. He was able to write about daily life, re-
lationships between genders and ages, and religion in a 
way no one else could.

Jamestown was on the southernmost of the rivers 
flowing into Chesapeake Bay. Most of the tribes in the 
region were clients of the paramount chief Wahunsenaca, 
whom the English called Powhatan or the Powhatan. 
His own people were the Pamunkeys, and the tribes 
within the paramount chiefdom were collectively re-
ferred to as the Powhatans. Powhatan sent his young 
daughter Pocahontas to accompany official embassies to 
Jamestown in the early years.
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Henry lived in Powhatan’s capital city with another 
English boy, Thomas Savage, for several months. But he 
was uncomfortable even though Henry said Powhatan 
was kind to him. Henry’s memoir gives two different 
accounts of an episode where Powhatan sent him to 
Jamestown with a message suggesting he would pro-
vide food for the colonists if a party of English came to 
him. In fact, it was a setup and the party was attacked. 
Obviously Henry had a hard time writing about this, as 
is demonstrated by the two versions he wrote, and his 
position was increasingly uncomfortable.

A new window opened for Henry when the 
Patawomeck leader Iopassus visited Powhatan. Henry 
and Thomas and a German carpenter called Samuel de-
cided to accept Iopassus’s invitation and accompany him 
north to the Potomac, but Powhatan did not want them 
to leave him. Henry wrote that Thomas ran back and 
told Powhatan about their plans, even though he had 
originally seemed willing to go north. Samuel was killed 
by Powhatan’s men who pursued the absconders and 
Thomas stayed with Powhatan, while Henry was able to 
make his way to the Potomac.

In his life with Iopassus Henry found the acceptance 
and affection that he had not found with the English 
or with Powhatan. He was clearly treated as a member 
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of the chief ’s family and Iopassus spoke of his love for 
Henry. His account of life with the Patawomecks makes 
clear that Iopassus’s wives were not happy about his sta-
tion in their household, but Henry was content and he 
was able to observe the intimate details of life from birth 
to death and daily activities in between. He even learned 
their beliefs about the afterlife.

Despite his being a loved member of the chief ’s fam-
ily, Henry was not a free agent. Just as Thomas had un-
derstood that he was required to return to Powhatan, 
Henry was not able to leave Iopassus until Capt. Samuel 
Argall found him on one of his frequent searches for 
food to keep Jamestown going and gave Iopassus copper 
in exchange for Henry’s freedom.

Argall soon returned to London and Henry traveled 
with him, so he spent a year in England from July 1611 
to July 1612. It was during this time that Henry wrote 
his Relation, and he probably did it at the direction of 
his uncle, Sir Henry Spelman. Sir Henry was a noted 
historian and public figure, and a founding member of 
the Society of Antiquaries, which is what historians were 
called in those days.

European intellectuals were keenly interested in 
knowing about the American Natives and their cul-
tures, partly because these people, whose existence God 
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had kept hidden from Europeans, might reveal much 
about the nature and trajectory of human life on earth 
and about God’s intentions for humanity. Many be-
lieved that they might be descended from the Ten Lost 
Tribes of Israel. The knowledge that God had given 
Adam had been fragmented as peoples became dispersed 
over the earth. Now, with their ability to study the peo-
ples, plants, and animals of the newly disclosed conti-
nents, intellectuals hoped that they might bring all that 
knowledge together again. Henry’s memoir was broken 
up into categories that reflected these interests, and Sir 
Henry, looking over his shoulder as he wrote, probably 
suggested them. Only the final category, their pastimes, 
might have been Henry’s own.

Scholars interviewed Henry while he was in England, 
and some of his knowledge was not in his Relation, but 
appeared in other places. William Strachey had arrived 
in Virginia in 1610. He returned to London in late 1611, 
so he and Henry were there at the same time. Strachey, 
who served as colony secretary, spent his time gathering 
information so that he could write about Virginia when 
he returned home. He interviewed Henry and recounted 
the story of Capt. Argall’s visit and how, on Christmas 
Eve, Iopassus came on board Argall’s ship. Iopassus 
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saw a man reading a Bible and wanted to know about 
it. Argall had Henry explain the creation story as told 
in one of the book’s illustrations, and then Henry trans-
lated as Iopassus described his own people’s beliefs about 
the creation and the afterlife.

Samuel Purchas, a Church of England cleric who 
dedicated himself to collecting and publishing accounts 
of foreign travel, also interviewed Henry. He published 
an abbreviated version of the Patawomeck creation story, 
saying that he got it from “an English youth.” A mar-
ginal note identifies the youth as Henry Spelman.

The Manuscript

Henry Spelman’s Relation of Virginia was first presented 
to the world in 1872, 260 years after he wrote it, and the 
print run comprised only fifty copies. It had turned up 
in the library of an English collector named Dawson 
Turner, and was sold at auction in 1859. James F. Hun-
newell of Charlestown, Massachusetts, acquired it in 1871 
through the efforts of Henry Stevens. As Hunnewell 
wrote, “Lest it sleep another sleep of ages,” he “at once” 
made arrangements for its publication “under the care of 
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his friend Mr. Stevens, with instructions to see it clothed 
in a garb befitting its birth and destination.”2

Spelman’s manuscript remained in the Hunnewell 
family until the beginning of the twenty- first century, 
when the New Haven bookseller William Reese tracked 
it down after a two- year search. And the Harlan Crow 
Library in Dallas acquired it from Reese in 2006. It in-
cludes many words or phrases that are crossed out, and 
others written above the line as insertions as well as 
marginal notes. The extensive editing makes Spelman’s 
Relation look like a work in progress, which may help to 
account for its not being published at the time.

We have one other piece of writing from Henry 
Spelman, a letter he wrote from Virginia to his uncle 
appealing for aid in 1615. Comparison of the two manu-
scripts makes one thing quite clear: they are not in the 
same handwriting. If we assume that the letter was writ-
ten by Henry, then the Relation manuscript, written in a 
much simpler hand closer to modern handwriting, must 
have been a copy made by a scribe or secretary in Sir 
Henry Spelman’s employ.3 The first page is numbered 

2 Relation of Virginia by Henry Spelman 1609 (London: Printed for Jas. F. 
Hunnewell at the Chiswick Press, 1872).
3 Henry’s letter is written in Secretary Hand, a style of writing used by 
well- educated people. Jehan de Beau- Chesne published a manual with 

“Rules made by E. B. for children to write by” that showed the proper 
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220, so it may have been part of a notebook or common-
place book. Contemporaries copied things they wanted 
to remember into their commonplace books.

The insertions and marginal notes are in the same 
hand as the main text. Perhaps Henry dictated his man-
uscript to the scribe and then went over it and had him 
make corrections. The changes could only have been 
made by someone who had direct knowledge of the 
events, people, and places mentioned, so we can assume 
they represent Henry’s experience.

This edition presents two versions of the Relation. 
The first, in modern spelling, omits the crossed- out ma-
terial and puts the insertions into the text. Although the 
spelling is modernized, it preserves Henry’s punctuation. 
The second offers the text as Henry wrote or dictated 
it with contemporary spelling and editing and shows 
all the cross- outs and insertions. Through it we can see 
him struggling to record accurately certain contentious 
episodes, such as conflict between Capt. John Smith and 
Capt. Francis West over a settlement at the falls of the 
James, 220v- 221. Even more poignant is his rewriting of 
his own fatal involvement in the false invitation to the 

way to hold a pen and all the different styles of handwriting. The first 
manual was published in 1571 and new and revised versions continued to 
appear through 1611.
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Jamestown authorities to come and get corn that re-
sulted in many English deaths, 221v- 222, 238– 238v.

The present edition also includes the interviews 
with Henry about the Patawomeck creation story that 
were published by Samuel Purchas in his Purchas His 
Pilgrimage, 2nd ed. (London, 1614) and appeared in 
William Strachey’s The Historie of Travell into Virginia 
Britania, written in 1612, but not published until the 
nineteenth century.4

Although it was not in print, Strachey’s account circu-
lated in several manuscript copies at the time of its com-
position. Print publication was valued differently in the 
seventeenth century from the way we see it today. It was 
common for very important works to circulate among a 
chosen few in manuscript, and this “scribal publication” 
was seen as a higher form. Not only are Strachey’s man-
uscripts carefully done, but they are accompanied by the 
engravings of Algonquian life made by the workshop of 
Theodor DeBry from the paintings done by John White, 
who had been in Roanoke; and the engravings are me-

4 William Strachey,  The Historie of Travaile into Virginia Britannia; 
expressing the cosmographie and comodities of the country, togither with the 
manners and customes of the people, ed. R. H. Major (London: Hakluyt 
Society, 1849). The excerpt printed here is from William Strachey, The 
Historie of Travell into Virginia Britania, ed. Louis B. Wright and 
Virginia Freund (London: Hakluyt Society, 1953), 101– 3.
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ticulously hand- colored, a very expensive addition.5 
Important people associated with Sir Henry had access 
to Henry’s memoir and to his interviews with Strachey 
and Purchas.6 With this edition, modern readers have 
access to the memoir with all its deletions and insertions, 
and can imagine young Henry struggling to present his 
experiences and knowledge to his uncle’s colleagues in a 
form they could understand and accept.

Karen Ordahl Kupperman

New York City

July 2018

5 David S. Lupher, personal communication.
6 Harold Love, The Culture and Commerce of Texts: Scribal Publication in 
Seventeenth- Century England (Amherst: University of Massachusetts 
Press, 1998). Three copies of Strachey’s manuscript survive, and each is 
dedicated to a very important man: Henry Percy, Earl of 
Northumberland, now in the Princeton University Library; Sir Allen 
Apsley, Surveyor to the King’s Navy, now in the Bodleian Library of 
Oxford University; and Sir Francis Bacon, now in the British Library.
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