
7th grade Social Studies

“Eye on History”

Today’s guest: John Smith

Mr. Wiesen: Hello, everyone. Welcome to our very first episode of Eye on History. I’m Mr. Wiesen, and I’ll be the host of the show as I get the chance to interview people throughout history that have made a real impact on our country. Today we’re broadcasting from the year 1608. I’m joined by the newly appointed president of the Jamestown colony, John Smith. John, thanks for taking the time to speak with us today.

John Smith: My pleasure. Thanks for having me on the show. Its a real honor to be your first guest.

Mr. Wiesen: Alright! Let’s get started with the interview because there are some questions that I’ve been really wanting to ask you. So this Roanoke settlement; its established by you British guys around 1585 in the area that my audience knows as the coast off North Carolina. From 1587 to 1590, there’s some war business going on with Spain, so nobody has the time to stop by Roanoke Island to bring the settlers there more supplies. I get that. But you guys come back and the whole settlement is abandoned? What exactly happened?

John Smith: To tell you the truth, Mr. Wiesen, I’m still trying to figure out the answer to that question. I was never there personally, but my friends have told me that when they arrived at Roanoke in 1590, they had very little evidence that showed what happened there. We can probably narrow it down to two possible end results: the people eventually starved or they just plain got up and left the settlement for another one. My heart wants to believe they’re all alive and well, but the thought of all of those people starving to death because their food supply never came haunts me. This is surely one of the greatest mysteries of my day. 

Mr. Wiesen: Well it definitely sounds like that is the case. And we all wish those settlers well wherever they may be. But I want to jump into a topic that’s a little more close to home for you, John: the Jamestown settlement. What can you tell us about how that got started?

John Smith: That all goes back to a group back in England called the Virginia Company of London. Now these are a bunch of rich people who sat around talking to each other thinking about new ways that they could get more money. Then one day this idea jumps into their head,”there’s a lot of stuff in the Americas. Maybe we should set up a colony there so we can bring back the gold, sliver, furs, and crops to England. So many people would be willing to pay for that stuff. Why shouldn’t we be the ones to sell it to them?” So last year (1607) our King James I of England gave this group something called a charter. It gave them all the rights to form their colony and bring the stuff back to sell. So with that, people began coming settling in the town. We’ve had some problems so far, but I think this settlement will last for a long time.

Mr. Wiesen: It will! I mean, I don’t mean to sound like I just watched Back to the Future, but in my day and age, let’s just say that Jamestown is considered like really, really, really old.

John Smith: You mean its still around in your time??? What year did you say you were from again??? 2014???

Mr. Wiesen: Yes, 2014. A long time, right? I’d definitely say so. But I’d like to talk about some of the issues facing Jamestown just before you got appointed. Why was it so bad?

John Smith: We had a lot of disadvantages right from the start. In fact, the colony barely survived last year. Jamestown is located on a swampy area, which makes us prone to insects that spread diseases like malaria. Many died in the past year. But to me we could have a bigger problem on our hands. Many of the guys who came over here don’t want to farm! How can we eat when we have barely anyone willing to grow the food? Just seems ridiculous to me! But I have a plan to change all of that.

Mr. Wiesen: Yes, I’ve heard about this plan. This is some heavy stuff. You were quoted as saying,”He who works not, eats not.” That’s a tough stance if you ask me. Why did your decision come down to this?

John Smith: It all comes down to survival and leadership. Before I got here, farming wasn’t getting done, plain and simple as that. I was sent over here from London to lead this colony, and that’s exactly what I plan on doing! Jamestown won’t become another Roanoke!

Mr. Wiesen: At this point I would normally say something like ,“I certainly hope not”, but in my time, what I know about history tells me otherwise. This is all thanks to your tough leadership, of course. But there is another controversial topic I want to ask you. It’s about the Native Americans: why did you decide to raid their villages for food? 

John Smith: Again, going back to survival and leadership. It’s as simple as that. 

Mr. Wiesen: But Powhatan, one of the Native American chiefs, was quotes as saying that the English are,”to invade my people and possess my country.” How do you respond to a comment like that?

John Smith: Those are definitely not our plans...for now. 

Mr. Wiesen: Mmmmmhmmmmmm. I was expecting an answer like this. Anyways, moving on. I want to talk about government in the Jamestown colony. Right now, the colony is ruled by King James I all the way back in England, and most local decisions are made by a few people that are in charge of the Virginia Company. Do you think that the colonists will one day soon be able to elect their own local government leaders?

John Smith: There’s a plan in the works right now, actually. I personally am all for a representative government for people to elect local politicians to make local decisions for us. There hasn’t ever been anything like it before in the British colonies, so we’re kind of stuck on naming this new government body right now. The House of ... something. 

Mr. Wiesen: Can I give a suggestion? How about the House of Wiesens? Has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?

John Smith: That’s a little self-centered of you. We were thinking maybe the House of Burgesses. 

Mr. Wiesen: Fine, don’t take my suggestion! Gosh! Our time is winding down, but before we go, I just had one last question for you, John. Have you had a chance to see the movie Pocahontas? If yes, what did you think of Mel Gibson’s portrayal of yourself?

John Smith: I just found out what a movie even is! How could I have the chance to watch it?? But I have heard good things about Mel Gibson’s performance.

Mr. Wiesen: Well I’m glad you think so. That’s all the time we have for today on Eye on History. I’d like to thank my guest, John Smith, for joining us today, and we wish him good luck in all of his future projects. For everyone at Eye on History, I’m Mr. Wiesen saying see you in the future, possibly with a person from the past. 

