
The first representative assembly in the British North American colonies: The House of 

Burgesses in Virginia; Enlightenment principles of governance in the New World.   

After an abortive effort to establish a colony on the coast of North Carolina, the British 

tried a second time by landing 106 settlers at the mouth of the James River in present day 

Virginia in 1607.  This was to be the Jamestown Colony.  The first years of the colony gave little 

indication that it would survive.  Each year a disproportionate share of the settlers died from a 

variety of diseases and Indian attacks.  Slowly though, the colony took hold as more settlers 

arrived and the incidence of death decreased.  The Virginia Company, which owned the rights to 

settle the area and profit from any ventures in the colony, found that it benefitted its commercial 

interests to offer the settlers a degree of autonomy over their own affairs.  Keep in mind that the 

settlers were there most directly by virtue of efforts of the Virginia Company and not the British 

government and thus, somewhat like employees in a company today, were not necessarily owed 

any duty by the corporation to have their affairs run in a democratic fashion.  Yet the decision to 

empower the colonists proved a wise decision. Read the selection below which is from a report 

from 1625 found in the records of the Virginia Company.  You will be able to see the tenuous 

nature of the entire venture and the circumstances that led to the first representative assembly in 

the British colonies in North America.   

As you read this selection keep in mind that it would be in the British North American 

colonies that Enlightenment thinking would mature in systems of government, an ocean away 

from the cultural, political, and economic systems that constrained reform in Europe.   

Also, as you read this piece, keep in mind that the colonial conceptualization of what they 

were doing as they voted for their burgesses and what the burgesses were doing as they acted as 

representatives surely changed over time between 1619 and 1776.  Put differently, what the 

colonists thought of their rights to elect their representatives and how the representatives 

thought of what they were doing surely evolved significantly over 150 years.  In 1619 everyone 

acknowledged that the source of power in the states was vested in the King; by 1776 the 

colonists were asserting that power rested in the people.   

In this selection pay particular attention to: 

1. the circumstances that gave rise to the House of Burgesses; 

2. how the colonists conducted themselves both before and after the House of Burgesses 

began to operate. 

 

 

 

A BREIFE DECLARATION of the Plantation of Virginia duringe the first Twelve Yeares, when 

Sir Thomas Smith was Governor of the Companie, & downe to this present tyme. By the Ancient 

Planters nowe remaining alive in Virginia. 

Wheras in the beginninge of Sir Thomas Smith's twelve yeares government, it was published 

in printe throughout the Kingdome of Englande that a Plantation should be settled in Virginia for 

the glorie of God in the propogation of the Gospell of Christ, the conversion of the Savages, to 



the honour of his Majesty, by the enlargeinge of his territories and future enrichinge of his 

kingdome, for which respects many noble & well minded persons were induced to adventure 

great sums of money to the advancement of soe pious & noble a worke . . . 

The first Plantation in Virginia consisted of one hundred persons, so slenderly provided for 

that before they had remained halfe a yeare in this new Collony they fell into extreame want, not 

havinge anything left to sustein them save a little ill conditioned Barley, which ground to meal & 

pottage made thereof, one smale ladle full was allowed each person for a meale, without bread or 

aught else whatsoever, so that had not God, by his great providence, moved the Indians, then our 

utter enemies, to bringe us reliefe, we had all utterlie by famine perished. How unable so small a 

companye of people, soe poorely sent over, were to make way for such as shoulde followe, may 

easily be judged. 

The first supplie beinge two shippes, the John & Francis & Phenix, with one hundred & 

twenty persons, worse every way provided for then the former, arrived heere about eight or nine 

months after & found the Collony consistinge of no more then forty persons (of those) tenn only 

able men, the rest at point of death, all utterly destitute of howses, not one as yet built, so that 

they lodged in cabbins & holes within the grounde; victualls they had none, save some small 

reliefe from the Indians, as some yet living weare feelinge witnesses, neither were we for our 

future and better maintenance permitted to manure or till any grounde, a thing in a new 

Plantation principally to be regarded, but weare by the direction of Sir Thomas Smith, and his 

officers heere, wholly imployed in cuttinge downe of masts, cedar, blacke wallnutt, clapboarde, 

&c., and in digginge gould oare (as some thought) which beinge sent for England proved dirt. 

These works to make retorne of present proffit hindered others of more necessary consequence 

of Plantation. 

After this first supplie there were some few poore howses built, & entrance made in cleeringe 

of grounde to the quantitye of foure acres for the wholl Collony, hunger & sickness not 

permitting any great matters to bee donne that yeare. 

The second supplie was a ship called the Mary Margett, which arrived here nine months after, 

about the time of Michaellmas, in her sixty persons, most gentlemen, few or no tradesmen, 

except some Polanders to make Pitch, tarre, potashes, &c., to be retorned for present gaine, soe 

meanly likewise were these furnished forth for victualles, that in lesse then two monthes after 

their arrivall, want compelled us to imploye our time abroad in trading with the Indians for 

corne; whereby though for a time we partly relieved our necessities, yet in Maye followinge we 

weare forced (leavinge a small guarde of gentlemen & some others about the president at James 

Towne) to disperse the wholl Collony, some amongst the Salvadges but most to the Oyster 

Banks, where they lived uppon oysters for the space of nine weekes, with the allowance only of a 

pinte of Indian corne to each man for a weekQQ, & that allowance of corne continued to them 

but two weekes of the nine, which kinde of feeding caused all our skinns to peele off, from head 

to foote, as if we had beene flead. By this time arrived Captaine Samuell Argall in a small 

Barque, with him neither supplie of men nor victualls from the Company; but we understandinge 

that he had some small provisions of bread and wine, more then would serve his owne companie, 

required him and the master of the Barque to remaine ashoare whilst we might bring his sailes 

ashoare the better to assure us of his ship & such provisions as coulde be spared, whereunto he 



seemed willingly to condescend. Those provisions, at a small allowance of Biskett, cake, and a 

small measure of wine or beere to each person for a Daye some what relieved us for the space of 

a month, at the end of which time arrived the thirde supplie, called Sir Thomas Gates, his fleet, 

which consisted of seaven shippes & neere five hundred persons with whom a small proportion 

of victuall, for such a number, was landed; howses few or none to entertain them, so that being 

quartered in the open feilde they fell uppon that small quantitye of corne, not beinge above 

seaven acres, which we with great penury & sufferance had formerly planted, and in three days, 

at the most, wholly devoured it. 

These numbers, thus meanly provided, not being able to subsist and live together weare soone 

after devided into three parties and dispersed  abroad for their better reliefe. The first under 

commande of Captaine Francis West to feat at the head of the River; a second under commande 

of Captaine John Smith, then President, at James Towne, & the other, with Capt. John Martin, in 

the River at Nansamun, which divisions gave occasions to the Indiens treacherously to cutt off 

divers of our men & boates, and forced the rest at the end of sixe weekes, havinge spent those 

small provisions they had with them, to retire to James Town & that in the depth of winter, when 

by reason of the colde, it was not possible for us to endure to wade in the water (as formerly) to 

gather oysters to satisfie our hungry stomacks, but constrained to digge in the grounde for 

unwholesome rootes whereof we were not able to get so many as would suffice us, in respect of 

the frost at that season & our poverty & weakness, so that famine compelled us wholly to 

devoure those Hogges, Dogges & horses that weare then in the Collony, together with rats, mice, 

snakes, or what vermin or carryon soever we could light on, as alsoe Toadstooles, Jewes eares, or 

what els we founde growing upon the grounde that would fill either mouth or belly; and weare 

driven through unsufferable hunger unnaturallie to eat those thinges which nature most abhorred, 

the flesh and excrements of man, as well of our owne nation as of an Indian, digged by some out 

of his grave after he had laien buried three daies & wholly devoured him; others, envyinge the 

better state of boddie of any whom hunger had not yet so much wasted as there owne, lay waight 

and threatened to kill and eat them; one amonge the rest slue his wife as she slept in his bosome, 

cutt her in peeces, powdered her & fedd uppon her till he had clean devoured all partes saveinge 

her heade, & was for soe barbarouse a fact and cruelty justly executed. . . . 

[And thus continued the state of affairs in the colony until April 1619.  Ships with new 

settlers and provisions arrived a few times a year but the overall condition of the colony did not 

improve.] 

Aprill, 1619.—Arived Sir Geo. Yeardeley, bringing certain commissions and instructions from 

the Company for the better establishinge of a Commonwealth heere, wherin order was taken for 

the removing of all those grievances which formerly were suffred and manifested the same by 

publishinge a Proclamation that all those that were residend heere before the departure of Sir 

Thos. Dale should be freed and acquitted from such publique services and labours which 

formerly they suffered, and that those cruell lawes by which we had soe longe been governed 

were now abrogated, and that we were now to be governed by those free lawes which his Maty's 

subjects live under in Englande. And farther that free libertie was given to all men to make 

choice of their dividents of lande and, as their abilities and meanes wd permitt, to possesse and 

plant uppon them. And that they might have a hande in the governinge of themselves, it was 



granted that a general assemblie should be helde yearly once, wherat were to be present the Govr 

and Counsell with two Burgesses from each Plantation freely to be elected by the inhabitants 

thereof; this assembly to have power to make and ordaine whatsoever lawes and orders should 

by them be thought good and proffittable for our subsistance. The effect of which proceedinge 

gave such incouragement to every person heere that all of them followed their perticular labours 

with singular alacrity and industry, soe that, through the blessinge of God uppon our willinge 

labors, within the space of three yeares, our countrye flourished with many new erected 

Plantations, from the head of the River to Kicoughtan, beautifull and pleasant to the spectators, 

and comfortable for the releife and succor of all such as by occasion did travaile by land or by 

water; every man giveinge free entertainment, both to frendes or others. The plenty of these 

times likewise was such that all men generally were sufficiently furnished with corne, and many 

alsoe had plenty of cattle, swine, poultry and other good provisions to nourish them. Monethly 

courtes were held in every precinct to doe justice in redressinge of all small and petty matters, 

others of more consequence beinge referred to the Govr, Counsell and Generall Assemblie. Now 

alsoe were begunne and sett a foote the erectinge of Iron Workes, plantinge of vines and 

mulberrie trees for the nourishinge of silke wormes; a trial made for silke grasse tillage for 

English graine, gardeninge, and the like, which gave great hopes of present and future plenty in 

their severall perticulars, wherin no doubt but much more had been effected had not great sicknes 

and mortalitie prevented.1  

Those yeares fallinge out to be generally contagious through this continent, the people 

alsoe sent over arrived heere at the most unseasonable time of the yeare, beinge at the heat of 

Sommer, and divers of the ships brought with them most pestilent infections, wherof many of 

their people had died at Sea, soe that these times alsoe of plenty and libertie were mixed with the 

calamities of sicknes and mortalitie. 

 

                                                           
1 The establishment of the House of Burgesses marked the beginning of representative assemblies in the British 

colonies.  Thus by 1776, the colonists had had representative government for over 150 years, time enough for them 

to establish their own unique conceptualization for how liberty-enhancing institutions ought to operate.  Tension 

between these colonial assemblies, which represented the colonists, and the Governor and judicial officers, who 

were agents of the King and Parliament would be central to the coming of the American Revolution. Among the 

issues that arose between the colonists and Parliament was the issue of whether the colonists could be taxed by 

Parliament without being represented there.   

So the growth of a unique form of democracy began with the little House of Burgesses in Virginia.  How 

truly representative do you think the system of representation was?   What limits are there on the House of 

Burgesses according to the author of this piece?  What role did the government have in sanctioning this assembly?  

The assembly was to “make and ordaine whatsoever lawes and orders should by them be thought good and 

proffittable for our subsistence.”  How were the House of Burgesses and Parliament and King to share governance?  

Think of this early system as a crude federal system in which two governments legislate over the affairs of the same 

people.   

Meanwhile, in August 31, 1619 a settler named John Rolfe noted in his diary that a Dutch ship “. . . sold us 

twenty negars . . ." This is the earliest reference to the introduction of African slavery into the British North 

American colonies. Rolfe was famous for introducing tobacco into the British colonies. Tobacco became the cash 

crop that made the colonies profitable. He would go on to marry Pocohantas.   



In October, 1621, Arived Sir Fras. Wyatt, Knight, with commission to be Govr and Capt. 

Genl of Virginia. He ratified and confirmed all the afore mentioned liberties, freedomes and 

priveledges, to our great happines and content; the country alsoe flourished and increased in her 

former proceedinges, as iron workes, plantinge of vines and mulberrie for silke, &c. A ship alsoe 

was sent to the Summer Islandes for such commodities as that place afforded, as Potatoes, Fig 

Trees, Orange and Lemon Trees, and such like, many of which prosper and growe very likely to 

increase. But amidst this happines was the Hande of God sett against us, in great part, no doubt, 

for the punishment of our ingratitude in not being thankefull but forgettfull that by his mercye we 

were delivered from such bondage and calamitie as before time we had suffered. Justly likewise 

were we punished for our greedy desires of present gaine and proffit, wherin many showed 

themselves insatiable and covetous; we beinge too secure in trustinge of a treacherous enimie, 

the Salvadges, they, whilest we entertained them frendley in our houses, tooke their opportunities 

and suddenly fell uppon us, killing and murdering very many of our people, burninge and 

devastinge their houses and plantations, this happeninge uppon the two and twenteth of March 

followinge (1622), stroocke so at the life of our wellfare by blood and spoile, that it almost 

generally defaced the beautie of the wholl Collonye, puttinge us out of the way of bringinge to 

perfection those excellent workes wherin we had made soe faire a beginninge. 

This deadly stroake being given to the great amazement and ruine of our State, caused our 

Governor and Counsell, withall speede, for the safetie of the rest (lest the Indians shoulde take 

courage to pursue what they had begunne), to re-collect the straglinge and woefull Inhabitants, 

soe dismembered, into stronger bodies and more secure places. This enforced reducement of the 

Collony into fewer bodies, together with the troble of warre then in hande, caused the year 

following a slender harvest to be reaped, wherby we weare constrained to relye upon hopes for 

our reliefe by shippinge out of Englande, and by trading with the more remote Salvadges, most 

part of which supplies from Englande unfortunately miscarried by the waye, the Salvadges, 

likewise, from whome we hoped to have helpes by trade, proved our most treacherous ennemies, 

cunninglye circumventinge and cruellie murderinge such as were employed abroade to gett 

reliefe from them, by all which misaccidents we fell that yeare into great want and scarcitye; . . .  

For the State of the Collony at this present we leave to the report of such commissioners as 

are nowe sent over by the Right Hon. the Lordes of his Matie's privie counsell. 

This being reade in the Genl Assemblie 

received full approbation. 

[Endorsed.] 

Virginia—A relation of its Planting. 

[This document is undated but is placed in the Callendar among papers of 1625?] 



 


