
 

Why Leave England? 

THE FIRST ENGLISH COLONIES in the New World had uncertain starts. From the disappearance of the 

Roanoke colony, Jamestown’s notorious Starving Time when about three quarters of the population died from 

malnutrition, and the devastating Powhatan raids of 1622 to chronic problems with disease and poor nutrition, 

the colonies offered little security to those who could manage to get there.  
Yet, shipload after shipload of British subjects committed themselves to indentured service and left 

everything they knew behind them to endure the risk of shipwreck and the discomfort and tedium of fourteen 

weeks at sea.1 They replaced colonists who had perished, and over time the colony grew and  eventually 

stabilized. Why did these people take the risk? 
My novel A Good Place, coming out this spring, includes three characters who came to Virginia as 

indentured servants. For one, historically documented Thomas Prater, migration was an outcome of the 

English preference for 

primogeniture. That common 

practice among the landed 

gentry meant that an estate’s 

wealth and land was inherited 

intact by the heir—usually the 

eldest son (or his son)—in 

preference over dividing the 

inheritance. Primogeniture 

might seem like a callous 

custom, but it protected 

important economic and 

military resources under the 

feudal system.2 Some historians 

call early America “the land of 

second sons.” 
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This woodcut by 

Matthäeus Merian 

came from a 1628 

book. It depicts the 

1622 massacre when 

Powhatan Indians 

attacked Jamestown 

and the settlements. 

This is not a first-

hand impression of 

the Powhatans: 

Merian relied on 

others’ depictions of 

the event and the 

Indians. 
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Plate Three of Albrecht Dürer’s Apocalypse woodcuts, 1498, is 
vivid reminder of the realistically grim mindset of the middle 
ages and early modern age. It illustrates this passage from the 
Book of Revelation (6: 1-8, English Standard Bible):  
Now I watched when the Lamb opened one of the seven seals, 
and I heard one of the four living creatures say with a voice like 
thunder, “Come!” And I looked, and behold, a white horse! 
And its rider had a bow, and a crown was given to him, and he 
came out conquering, and to conquer. 

When he opened the second seal, I heard the second living 
creature say, “Come!” And out came another horse, bright red. 
Its rider was permitted to take peace from the earth, so that 
people should slay one another, and he was given a great sword. 

When he opened the third seal, I heard the third living 
creature say, “Come!” And I looked, and behold, a black horse! 
And its rider had a pair of scales in his hand. And I heard what 
seemed to be a voice in the midst of the four living creatures, 
saying, “A quart of wheat for a denarius, and three quarts of 
barley for a denarius, and do not harm the oil and wine!” 

When he opened the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the 
fourth living creature say, “Come!”  And I looked, and behold, a 
pale horse! And its rider’s name was Death, and Hades followed 
him. And they were given authority over a fourth of the earth, to 
kill with sword and with famine and with pestilence and by wild 
beasts of the earth. 
 

    Indenture and transportation to the New World 

were forced upon the second servant, the fictional 

character Edmund Foxe: a Puritan who was 

imprisoned, perhaps unfairly, for fighting. Religious 

intolerance was a harsh and dangerous reality of the 

time. There was a great need for laborers in the 

colonies, and prisoners often were transported to fill 

that need.  

    The third servant, eight-year-old Owen Hughes, 

also fictional, was an orphan whose master could not 

afford keep him. He signed Owen into indenture for 

eight years of unpaid labor. This gave the boy the 

chance to escape a life of abject poverty if he could 

survive, which many did not.  

    For the poor of Britain, poverty and hunger were 

sharp incentives to try to change their fates. They, 

and all of Europe, were suffering from the damage 

caused by seemingly endless religious wars. They 

were also caught a climate phenomenon which has 

been variously attributed to lack of sunspots,3 

volcanic activity somewhere, God’s displeasure, and 

changes in ocean currents.  

   For about 300 years starting in the 1500s, Europe 

was caught in the “Little Ice Age.” It’s not clear that 

it was a true ice age, as that would have had global 

impact. That question is still being explored. We do 

know that Europe cooled, greatly reducing food 

availability.  

The Little Ice Age is thought to have reduced the 

growing season by as much as twenty percent, while 

farmers had few seed varieties to help adapt to such 

weather. Prolonged snow cover reduced available 

grazing, and many sheep and cattle starved. The 

overall result was a dramatic reduction in available 

food, especially around 1580-1600, as well as in 

1611, and 1622, and other “bumps” during 

subsequent decades. In England, the price of wheat 

nearly tripled between 1592 to 1596. Summers were 

cool and damp, making grain storage difficult and 

proliferating diseases from grain mold. Many 

people died from malnutrition or starvation during 

those centuries. 

   A well-known event of the Little Ice Age was the 

“year without a summer,” 1816. That chilly summer 

is said to have indirectly inspired the book 

Frankenstein by Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley. She 

and her husband, poet Percy Bysshe Shelley spent 

that summer in Switzerland with their friend, the 
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poet Lord Byron. Also in the group were physician and writer John Polidori (who wrote “Vampyre,” the first 

modern vampire story) and Mary’s step-sister, Claire Clairmont, an aspiring writer and Byron’s sometime 

girlfriend. 

   Byron had rented a villa on Lake Geneva, but it was often too cold to go out on the water. So, he and his 

guests stayed at the villa near the fire for much of the summer. To pass the time, this very gifted group started 

to amuse themselves by re-telling German ghost stories. Byron proposed that each of them write and present a 

ghost story of their own. From that challenge and the groups’ discussions of the basic nature of life and the new 

phenomenon, electricity, Mary developed the basis of her most famous novel—Frankenstein: or The Modern 

Prometheus, which was published in 1818.  

Literary inspiration aside, those three hundred years were a time of poverty, war, and hunger and took a 

terrible toll on the people of Europe. Poverty erodes health. Scarce food becomes very expensive, so the poor 

inevitably suffer the most (see “Hand to Mouth” on Page 5).  

When we consider how low the chances of survival in early Jamestown were, we need also to consider how 

the poor in Britain were struggling to get by and that they faced a future with little hope of improvement. 

Indenture provided able-bodied laborers passage to the New World offering a better chance at food, shelter and 

even some amount of compensation (often a land grant) at the contract’s end. It probably sounded like, and 

often was, a rescue to many poor English men and women. And though many died early in the colonies, others 

survived and in time came to hold land of their own, and a heritage for their children. 

 

Ah those “good old days!”  Here’s something warmer: 

Brightening January (with toilet paper angels and flying pigs) 
 

BLEAK JANUARY is dwarfed by the lush over-load of celebration that had 

extended from Thanksgiving to New Year’s. Our first month of the year has a 

penitential feel and in much of the country that’s intensified by cold, snow and 

ice. Though it can be annoyingly grim, it is a necessary return to reality. 

January’s when we climb on the scales and consider the excesses of the 

holidays. We often resolve to change our housekeeping, revamp our budgets, 

return to our diets, change our shopping habits, exercise more, eat less of this, 

eat more of that—that January drill.   

Suddenly life has taken a pragmatic turn. Stores have moved the fatigued-

looking remains of their candy-cane and tinsel aisles onto 50% OFF! tables or 

end caps. At store entries where lights and trees had dazzled prospective 

consumers, practical storage containers rule—neatly stacked in order of size. 

They seem to scold, “You should buy us. You should be more organized this year. You know you resolved to do 

it. Get with the program.”  

Television during November and December had regaled us with astonishing advertisements. Some, sexier 

than I thought ads could ever be, were for perfumes and chocolates and bubbly wines and low-slung, high-end 

cars. Others featured happy children and their apparently unstressed parents, all in fleece or flannel, cheering 

over electronics and more new cars. Now, the ads are for yet more storage, cleaning supplies, income tax 

programs and accounting firms. Poor gray, cold January. 

There is one first-month ritual I truly enjoy, though, and I’ll bet I’m not the only one who feels this way. I 

love taking down Christmas decorations, however dreary that may seem. It’s my chance to leisurely re-visit old 

memories. Our decorations, especially our tree ornaments, are tokens that represent many Christmases, and 

remind me of people I love. 

We live in the country and cut our Christmas tree from our property. It’s always a wild tree—never perfect, 

densely branched nor symmetrical, but ours. It becomes beautiful (to us at least) with lights and ornaments. 
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I’m grateful that cutting, putting up and decorating our tree is a family project, usually complete early in the 

afternoon before Christmas. The tree is fresh, sparkling and new when we celebrate Christmas Eve. 

But taking down the tree and the Christmas decorations is my job alone. I do it the first week in January and 

often give it an entire day. During busy Christmas preparations, there was no time to consider each ornament, 

but in January’s relative quiet, there is.  

Of course, the nuisance work has to come first: locating and taking down all the ornaments, removing the 

tangles of tiny lights and trying to put them somewhat neatly away, and then setting into their boxes the 

generic, indispensable shiny glass balls that brighten a tree so well. I take the now-bare tree from its stand and 

set it outside to be carried back to the woods where it hopefully will shelter some furry critter for the rest of the 

winter.  

When that’s done, the wonderful task remains. It’s time to sort, wrap and put away the Christmas 

ornaments that are spread out on the table. This is the part I love.  

Memories of many Christmases infuse our decorations. Here is a glittered wooden tree my son made in 

kindergarten and there a ceramic reindeer from Cub Scouts. Most of our ornaments were gifts from each other, 

from children, grandchildren, parents, nieces and nephews, siblings, friends. Some are elegant, like the 

beautiful blue-feathered bird that can stretch its plumage luxuriously across two branches. Some are hand-

made like the gingerbread man covered with pearls and shells that my grandson gave me when he was four.  

 Some ornaments we bought. A while back, I found in a catalog old-fashioned “icicles”—narrow strips of 

chromed metal that hang from strings and rotate with every movement in the room, bouncing light off their 

twisted surfaces. I hadn’t seen icicles like those since I was a small child. They were old-fashioned back then 

and were soon replaced by the foil tinsel that dominated Christmas trees for several decades. I was excited to 

get these metal icicles.   

Some decorations I cherish came through more painful, but loving ways—

inheritance. My parent’s red Swedish candle sticks and two angels from my mother’s 

collection are with me now. I think of my parents a lot during the Christmas season. 

We always love our Christmas tree. It’s not a designer’s tree, not themed, not 

elegant, but we have what we want. On our often scrawny little pine or cedar, pewter 

Christmas images mix strangely well with lightweight straw stars from Sweden, little 

Mexican “God’s eyes,” tomten with red and green caps and pinecone bodies, bears of 

every form, Polish painted eggs, and for some unknown reason a wooden flying pig.  

For me, most important of all is the treetop angel formed from buckram, a toilet 

paper roll, red calico, and cotton lace. I made her while I was pregnant, impatiently 

awaiting my son’s birth. This roughly-made little angel has topped every Christmas 

tree of ours since then, becoming slightly battered and somewhat off-center but still 

smiling beatifically. She’s ours.  

So, early each January I indulge myself and take my time: cherishing, wrapping and putting away the 

strange mix of memories that are our Christmas ornaments, each with its own memory and importance. Then 

finally, the very useful plastic boxes—which, yes, I bought several Januaries ago—are filled, closed, and put 

away. Our little Christmas memories will stay boxed up and safe for fifty weeks until we bring them out again to 

brighten the onset of next winter. 

But, a snowman wearing a cap, scarf, and mittens and holding a coffee cup—a gift from a dear friend—stays 

out of the plastic boxes. He’ll remain next to our coffee pot to remind us that comfort and joy (and hot coffee!) 

are accessible all winter long. When new leaves and spring blossoms take over as life’s encouragement, he’ll be 

wrapped in a grocery store bag and set on the shelf next to the plastic boxes of ornaments. We’ll see him again 

when next winter makes itself felt. 

Whatever, and however, you celebrated during this holiday season, I hope it created some great memories 

for you to revisit each year. 
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Why we 

say… 

“Living 

Hand to 

Mouth” 

 

So…  

What Year  

Was It?  

 

The food supply in 1586, during the Little Ice 

Age, was already limited. Then, a disastrous 

widespread failure of grain crops in Britain 

caused a deeper famine that took thousands of 

lives and left the surviving population semi-

starved. Hunger was so rampant that anyone 

who kept any food was in serious danger of 

being mugged. It became prudent for poor folk 

to immediately eat any food they could get. Their 

food went directly from their hand to their 

mouth or those of their children, and “hand to 

mouth” became an expression we use to this day 

to describe life in straightened circumstances.  

 My book A Good Place tells the story of 

historically documented people: settlers on the banks 

of the James River in the early years of the Virginia 

colony. All other characters from the book mentioned 

in this newsletter are fictional and not intended to 

represent actual persons, living or dead.  

A Good Place is the third volume of Helena’s 

Stories, historical narrative about the personal lives of 

documented people in interesting circumstances. A 

Good Place is scheduled for publication this spring.   

To learn more, please visit my website:   

https://carolynowrites.wordpress.com. 

         Thoughts on History is a free, email-delivered, 

quarterly newsletter. Please share it if you’d like. If you 

would rather not receive this newsletter, or have 

questions or comments, contact me at 

carolynowrites@gmail.com. 
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   I ran into something interesting while researching A 

Good Place. Most information places the March 22 

Powhatan attacks on Jamestown and the settlements in 

the year 1622. But, some records say 1621.  
   When I found the answer, I realized I had known it but 

hadn’t thought of it in context. In 1582, Pope Gregory XIII 

authorized, and Roman Catholic countries adopted, the 

"New Style" Calendar, which is called Gregorian.  

   For 1500 years, the West had run on the Julian calendar, 

authorized by Julius Cæsar in 45 B.C. to replace the old 

Roman lunar calendar. The Julian system handled the leap 

year problem by adding a day every four years. But over 

time that caused too many added days. By 1582, the Julian 

calendar was ten days out of alignment with the equinoxes 

and some seasonal religious celebrations, such as Easter, 

weren’t in their proper season. The Gregorian calendar 

made a 0.002% reduction in the length of each year and 

changed the New Year date from March 25th to January 1st. 

To implement it, ten days were removed from October in 

1582.  

But… while Catholic countries adopted the Gregorian 

calendar, Protestant countries would not. For about 170 

years, two different calendars were used in Europe and the 

colonies. In England, the legal start of the year remained 

March 25th although widespread use of the Gregorian 

calendar by other countries led to January 1st becoming 

generally celebrated everywhere as New Year's Day. 

So during that nearly two centuries, events that 

occurred in the twelve weeks between the January 1st and 

March 25th, the new and old New Year dates, showed 

either or both "Old Style" and "New Style" year 

designations. Hence, the conflicting dates of the March 22 

attack, which occurred in 1621 by Julian standards and 

1622 by Gregorian. 

By an act of Parliament in 1750, Britain and its 

colonies finally adopted the Gregorian calendar. 

It’s a bit of history that’s interesting to encounter. 
Graphic of Janus from https://www.almanac.com/blog/editors-musings/blog-

how-make-new-years-resolutions 

  

https://carolynowrites.wordpress.com/
mailto:carolynowrites@gmail.com
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End Notes 
 
1 the discomfort and tedium of fourteen weeks at sea: The voyage from England to the New World at the time of Jamestown 
settlement was over 6,000 miles: more twice the “as the crow flies” distance. At that time sailing ships took a southern route  to go 
west. This took advantage of favorable “westerly” trade winds and current patterns as well as island harbors where they could take 
on food and water. From England, ships sailed south following the coasts of Europe and North Africa, usually stopping at the Canary 
Islands. They then crossed to the Caribbean islands where they stopped again, and sailed  up the Florida coast to the Chesapeake 
Bay. A successful trip took between three and four months depending on weather. The return trip could take advantage of 
“easterly” trade winds and the Gulf Stream and sail more directly across.  
 
2 it protected important economic and military resources under the feudal system: In his notable book An Inquiry into the 
Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (1776) Scots economist and philosopher Adam Smith wrote:  
“…when land was considered as the means, not of subsistence merely, but of power and protection, it was thought better that it 
should descend undivided to one…The security of a landed estate, therefore, the protection which its owner could afford to those 
who dwelt on it, depended upon its greatness. To divide it was to ruin it…” 

3 has been variously attributed to lack of sunspots: Sunspots are storms on the sun's surface that are marked by intense 
magnetic activity and play host to solar flares and hot gassy ejections from the sun's corona. These influencs galactic rays that may in 
turn affect atmospheric phenomena on Earth, such as cloud cover. The “Maunder Minimum,” named for solar astronomers Anne 
Russell Maunder and E. Walter Maunder, was a peculiar absence of sunspots recorded by multiple observers during the mid-
Seventeenth to early Eighteenth centuries. This period of unusually low sunspot activity coincided with the middle years of Europe’s 
“Little Ice Age” and has been thought to be related to it. This is still a controversial idea. 
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