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The Story Of Pocahontas And
John Smith

The Enduring
Legend of
Pocahontas and John
Smith: History,
Myth, and Legacy

The story of Pocahontas and John Smith
is one of the most famous tales in early
American history, a narrative of cross-
cultural  encounter,  romance,  and
survival  that  has  been  retold  for
centuries. It is a story that has captured
the  imagination  of  generations,
inspiring  books,  films,  and  artworks.
Yet, the popular version of this tale—a
romanticized  rescue  and  a  love
affair—is  a  far  cry  from  the  complex,
often harsh realities of the early 17th
century. To truly understand the story
of Pocahontas and John Smith, we must
separate the historical  facts  from the
mythology,  exploring  the  political,
cultural, and personal dynamics at play.
This  article  delves  deep  into  the
historical record, examining the lives of
these  two  iconic  figures,  the  events
that  brought  them together,  and  the
enduring  power  of  their  shared
narrative.

The World of the Powhatan
Confederacy

To understand the story of Pocahontas
and  John  Smith,  one  must  first

understand  the  world  into  which
Pocahontas  was  born.  She  was  not
simply  a  "princess"  in  the  European
fairy-tale sense, but the daughter of the
p o w e r f u l  p a r a m o u n t  c h i e f ,
Wahunsenacawh, who ruled over a vast
coa l i t ion  o f  approx imate ly  30
Algonquian-speaking  tribes  in  the
Tidewater  region  of  Virginia.  This
powerful political entity was known as
the  Powhatan  Confederacy,  named
after the chief's title. The confederacy
was  a  sophisticated  society  with  a
structured  hierarchy,  a  deep  spiritual
connection to the land, and established
systems  of  trade,  agriculture,  and
warfare.

Pocahontas,  whose  childhood  name
was actually Matoaka, meaning "playful
one," was a privileged child within this
society. "Pocahontas" was a nickname,
a  pet  name  that  likely  meant  "little
wanton" or "playful one," reflecting her
spirited nature. As the daughter of the
paramount chief, she would have been
raised  with  a  keen awareness  of  her
lineage  and  responsibilities,  learning
the skills necessary for a woman of her
station,  including  farming,  food
preparation,  and  the  social  rituals  of
her  people.  This  was  the  world  that
would collide with the English settlers
who arrived  in  1607 to  establish  the
Jamestown colony.



The Arrival of John Smith and
the Jamestown Colony

Captain  John  Smith  was  a  soldier,
adventurer, and explorer of remarkable
ambition  and  resil ience.  Born  in
Lincolnshire,  England,  in  1580,  Smith
had already led a life of extraordinary
adventure  before  arriving  in  Virginia.
He had fought in wars in Europe, been
captured  and  enslaved,  and  had
traveled  extensively  through  the
Mediterranean and the Middle East. His
experiences had forged him into a bold,
sometimes  arrogant,  and  decisively
pragmatic  leader.

When the Virginia Company of London
sent  its  colonists  to  the  New  World,
Smith  was  among  them,  though  not
initially in a leadership role. However,
the  early  months  at  Jamestown were
catastrophic.  The  settlers  were  ill-
prepared  for  the  harsh  environment,
suffered  from  disease,  starvation,  and
internal  squabbling.  Discipline  was
poor,  and many were gentlemen who
refused to work. It was in this desperate
context  that  John  Smith's  forceful
personality came to the fore. He was
appointed to the colony's council  and
quickly  became  its  de  facto  leader,
famously instituting a strict policy: "He
who works  not,  eats  not."  While  this
earned  him  enemies  among  the
colonists, it was a crucial measure for
survival.  Smith's  primary mission was
to secure food and explore the region,
which inevitably brought him into direct
contact  with  the  powerful  Powhatan
Confederacy.  His encounters with this
complex  society  would  form  the
backdrop for  the story  of  Pocahontas
and John Smith.

The Captivity and the Unclear
"Rescue": Deconstructing the
Core Event

This is the pivotal moment in the story
of Pocahontas and John Smith, and it is
also  the  most  debated.  According  to
John  Smith's  own  writings,  published
years after the events, he was captured
in  December  1607  by  a  party  of
Powhatan hunters while exploring the
Chickahominy  River.  He  was  brought
b e f o r e  t h e  p a r a m o u n t  c h i e f ,
Wahunsenacawh, in a grand ceremony
at  the  chief 's  capital  v i l lage  of
Werowocomoco.

In his 1624 account, Smith writes that
after a great feast, he was forced to lay
his  head upon two large stones.  The
warriors stood ready with clubs to beat
out  his  brains.  At  that  moment,
Pocahontas,  "the  king’s  dearest
daughter,"  rushed  forward,  took  his
head  in  her  arms,  and  laid  her  own
upon his to save him from death. The
chief then relented, sparing Smith's life,
and soon after, Smith was released and
returned to Jamestown.

This  dramatic  "rescue"  has  been  the
centerpiece  of  the  legend.  However,
historians  have  long  questioned  the
accuracy  o f  Smi th ' s  account .
Interestingly,  Smith's  first  published
book about Virginia, "A True Relation"
(1608), does not mention this event at
all. The story only appears in his later
writings,  "The  Generall  Historie  of
Virginia, New-England, and the Summer
Isles"  (1624),  which  was  published
nearly  17  years  after  the  fact.

Many scholars believe that the "rescue"
may have been a misinterpretation by
Smith of a Powhatan ritual. It is possible
that what Smith perceived as a close
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ca l l  w i th  death  was  actua l ly  a
ceremonial  adoption  or  an  elaborate
theatrical display of power and mercy
aimed  at  incorporating  him  into  the
confederacy as a subordinate chief or
"werowance."  In  this  interpretation,
Pocahontas  was  not  a  rebellious  girl
defying her father's will,  but a young
participant in a pre-planned ritual. This
theory does not diminish the power of
the moment but reframes it within the
context  of  Powhatan political  theater.
Whether a real  rescue or  a ritualized
adoption, this event cemented the bond
between  the  young  woman  and  the
English captain in the historical record
and popular imagination.

The Relationship Between
Pocahontas and John Smith: A
Closer Look

Beyond the single,  dramatic  event  of
the "rescue," the relationship between
Pocahontas  and  John  Smith  was
multifaceted  and  sustained  over
several  years.  After  Smith's  return to
Jamestown,  Pocahontas  became  a
frequent  and  vital  intermediary
between the English and the Powhatan
Confederacy. She visited the fort often,
bringing  food  and  supplies  that
prevented  the  colony  from collapsing
entirely  during  its  "Starving  Time"  in
the  winter  of  1609-1610.  John  Smith
described  her  as  a  "child  of  tenne
yeares old" (she was likely closer to 11
or 12) with a "spirit of invention" and a
"noble presence." For the English, she
was a crucial lifeline. For her father, she
served  as  a  diplomatic  envoy  and  a
symbol of the relationship between the
two peoples.

It  is  crucial  to  understand  that  their
relationship was not a romantic one in
the modern sense.  Pocahontas was a

child when they met, and John Smith, in
his late 20s, viewed her as a "child" and
a  crucial  political  asset.  His  writings
cons is tent ly  re fer  to  her  w i th
paternalistic  affection  and  admiration
for her intelligence and spirit, but never
with  romantic  intent.  The  romantic
narrative is a later invention, a fusion of
cultural  mythmaking  and  Hollywood
storyte l l ing.  The  t rue  story  of
Pocahontas and John Smith is one of a
profound cross-cultural alliance, mutual
survival, and political expediency, not a
forbidden love affair.

John Smith's Departure and
Pocahontas's Captivity

The  relationship  between  the  English
and  the  Powhatan  Confederacy  was
n e v e r  s t a b l e  a n d  e v e n t u a l l y
deteriorated.  In  1609,  John  Smith
suffered a severe gunpowder burn in a
canoe  accident  and  was  forced  to
return  to  Eng land  for  medica l
treatment. He was never to return to
Virginia.  Pocahontas  was  told  that
S m i t h  w a s  d e a d ,  a  l i e  t h a t
fundamentally  altered  her  path.

With  Smith  gone,  the  fragile  peace
shattered. The colony entered a period
of intense violence known as the First
Anglo-Powhatan War. In 1613, Captain
Samuel Argall, an English sea captain,
devised a plan to capture Pocahontas
to  use  as  a  bargaining  chip  for  the
release of English prisoners and stolen
weapons.  He  lured  her  onto  his  ship
with the help of  a  local  chief  named
Japazeus, and she was taken hostage
and brought to the English settlement
of Henricus.

This captivity was a turning point in the
story  of  Pocahontas  and  John  Smith,
marking the end of her role as a free



intermediary and the beginning of her
transformation into an English woman.
During her year in captivity,  she was
tutored  in  the  English  language,
Christianity, and customs by a minister
named  Alexander  Whitaker.  She
converted  to  Christianity  and  was
baptized  under  the  name  "Rebecca."
This conversion was a profound act of
acculturation, signifying a fundamental
shift in her identity.

The Marriage to John Rolfe: A
New Chapter

While in captivity, Pocahontas met and
fell  in  love  with  a  successful  English
tobacco planter named John Rolfe. John
Rolfe  is  a  historically  pivotal  figure  in
his own right, having introduced a new,
marketable  strain  of  tobacco  to
Virginia,  which  would  become  the
colony's  economic savior.  Rolfe's  love
for  Pocahontas  was  complicated.  He
wrote  a  long,  tortured  letter  to  the
Governor of Virginia, Sir Thomas Dale,
asking for permission to marry her. He
confessed his "private motion" of love
but also framed the marriage as a holy
act  of  convert ing  a  "savage"  to
Christianity and as a strategic move to
secure peace.

The marriage of Pocahontas and John
Rolfe  in  April  1614  was  a  landmark
event.  It  was  the  first  recorded
marriage  between a  European  settler
and  a  Native  American  woman  in
Virginia.  The  union  was  a  diplomatic
triumph,  ushering  in  eight  years  of
peace  between  the  English  and  the
Powhatan  Confederacy,  a  period  now
known as the "Peace of  Pocahontas."
Chief  Powhatan  gave  his  reluctant
approval,  and the marriage created a
powerful  symbolic  alliance.  This
marriage  effectively  ended  any  return

to  her  former  l i fe .  The  story  of
Pocahontas  and  John  Smith  is  now
overtaken  by  a  new  story:  that  of
Matoaka, now known as Rebecca Rolfe.

The English Sojourn and the
Tragic End

In  1616,  the  Virginia  Company  of
London  decided  to  send  Pocahontas,
John  Rolfe,  their  young  son  Thomas,
and a group of other Powhatan people
to England as a publicity stunt. The goal
was  to  showcase  the  successful
"civilizing" of a Native American and to
attract more investment and settlers to
the struggling colony. Pocahontas was
presented  as  an  Indian  princess,  a
symbol of the New World's potential.

Her visit  to England was a sensation.
She was feted in London society, and
she even had a formal audience with
King James I  and Queen Anne at  the
Palace of Whitehall. It was during this
trip  that  she  was  famously  reunited
with John Smith. The meeting was brief,
awkward, and deeply emotional. Smith
wrote that when he saw her, he could
not  speak  for  emotion.  Pocahontas,
upon seeing him, was overcome. She
called him "father" and reproached him
for the years of silence, reminding him
of  their  past  bond.  "You  did  promise
Powhatan what was yours would be his,
and he the like to you," she said. "You
called him father, being in his land a
stranger, and by the same reason so do
I call you." The encounter, far from a
romantic  reunion,  was  a  painful
reminder of the lies and the worlds that
had separated them.

Tragically,  Pocahontas's  journey  to
England  ended  in  disaster.  As  she
prepared  to  sail  back  to  Virginia  in
March 1617, she fell  gravely ill,  likely
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with  pneumonia  or  tuberculosis.  She
died in the town of Gravesend, on the
River Thames. She was only about 21
years old. Her last words, as recorded
by John Rolfe, were a testament to her
resilience:  "All  must  die.  'Tis  enough
that the child liveth." She was buried at
St. George's Church in Gravesend, her
exact grave location lost to time.

The Legacy and Mythology of
the Story of Pocahontas and
John Smith

The story of Pocahontas and John Smith
did  not  end with  her  death.  It  grew,
evolved,  and  transformed  into  a
foundational  American  myth.  In  the
centuries that followed, the story was
romanticized,  sanitized,  and  rewritten
to fit various cultural needs. In the 19th

century, she was portrayed as a symbol
of a noble, "vanishing" race. In the 20th
and  21st  centuries,  Disney's  1995
animated  film  "Pocahontas"  created  a
powerful  but  heavily  fictionalized
version  of  the  story,  centering  on  a
romantic relationship that never existed
and a sanitized version of colonialism.

This  enduring  mythology  has  had
profound  consequences.  It  has  often
obscured the true story of Pocahontas
and John Smith, simplifying a complex
history  of  violence,  diplomacy,  and
cultural  exchange  into  a  feel-good
narrative of love and understanding. It
has, in many ways, served to mask the
brutal  realit ies  of  colonization,
displacement, and the near-destruction
of the Powhatan people. For the Native
American  community,  especially  the
Pamunkey


