Hemispheric Jamestown
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Near the middle of the earliest known novel of the African American liter-
ary tradition, William Wells Brown’s 1853 Clotel, the narrator looks back across
the centuries and juxtaposes two ships, the Mayflower and an unnamed vessel,
both in mid-transatlantic route and approaching the eastern shores of the
future United States. The Mayflower, bound for Plymouth Rock, projects “the
voice of prayer . .. and the glorious music of praise”; the other vessel, “a low
rakish ship hastening from the tropics,” resounds by contrast with the “cry of
despair and ... the crack of the flesh-cutting whip”: the historical echoes of
slavery’s first arrival in the English colonies on the banks of Jamestown, Vir-
ginia, in 1619. For Brown, formerly enslaved and writing from exile in Britain,
the ships bear all the weight of two opposed historical trajectories emerging
out of Plymouth Rock and its ostensible antithesis in Jamestown: “Each a par-
ent, one of the prosperous, labour-honoring, law-sustaining institutions of the
North; the other the mother of idleness, lynch-law ... and the peculiar insti-
tution of the South.™ Yet Brown recasts this North-South divide—a New Eng-
land-Jamestown opposition that has underwritten many of our most enduring
literary-historical narratives—by highlighting not the moment of actual arrival
in the new land, but the transit of the two ships from their respective points
of departure in England and the Caribbean.2 As maritime “parent|s|,” the
ships embody alternative sites of American origin that remain nevertheless
inextricable within the genealogy of international conflicts and transcultural
relations their union engenders. At the same time, while merely implying the
nation’s (always unknowable) paternity in Plymouth Rock, the scene registers
in a jarring maternal metaphor the unsettling certainty of Jamestown’s role as
the dark “mother~ of both slavery and nation.

Clotel thus locates Jamestown both upon the historical map of the nation—
site of the first permanent English settlement in the New World, the putative
birthplace of America—and within the distinctly transnational geography
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whnich America’s lirst slave shup hastens. ‘I'his latier geograpny 1nscribes james-
town as a crossing-point of the hemispheric axes that define what Immanuel
Wallerstein has called the extended Caribbean, a formation designated not
by current or past European claims, nor by postcolonial political boundaries,
but by environmental, economic, and historical affiliations that connect the
region stretching from Bahia, Brazil, to the tidewater coasts of Virginia through
the shared production of tropical crops and a plantation economy generating
lines of commerce and trade as well as cultural transmission.? The extended
Caribbean, then, both gives shape to and lies encrypted within the scene
sketched out by Clotel's narrator. More broadly, the scene itself suggests that
while Jamestown's status as a marker of American beginning has imbued the
English settlement with varying degrees of political and cultural capital within
a changing national narrative, this narrative remains always in tension with a
less visible but nonetheless informing hemispheric story.

This chapter tracks a single strand of Jamestown’s hemispheric history,
drawn from a series of Spanish colonial writings about a sixteenth-century
Jesuit settlement on the Chesapeake Bay that was established in preparation
for a Spanish attempt at colonization of the area. The archival record of this
Jesuit mission exposes the fictionality of Virginia as the site of what the English
themselves, first in Roanoke and then in Jamestown, often imagined as an orig-
inary moment of European-indigenous encounter. And while scholars of early
American history have long recognized that the English were indeed preceded
by rival European powers in that part of the Americas, the story of the Spanish
Jesuit settlement marks a compelling symbolic and genealogical aporia within
prevailing narratives of American literary history. Indeed, the colonial writings
devoted to the Spanish in (what would become) Virginia invite us to reposi-
tion the literary trajectory emerging from the settlement at Jamestown and its
anglophone chroniclers within a wider hemispheric milieu of textual relations.
At the same time, the textual record of the Spanish settlement, defined by the
exchange, circulation, and withholding of knowledge—and the transmission of
profound doubt—offers a kind of allegorization of narrative interpretation in
the colonial moment as well as, perhaps, our own. The various accounts of the
episode reveal a process of dense mediations and a set of twinned, internal
narrators that undermine and reshape the larger meaning of their collective,
external narrative. This narrative is ultimately riven not only by conflicting
stories about the event in question but by a polyvocality that demands a
certain degree of self-consciousness in relation to the geopolitics of our own
contemporary narratives of literary history. As I will suggest in conclusion, the
archive of the Spanish in Virginia embeds a powerful counternarrative—told in
this case, quite literally, from the margins of colonial historiography—that may
have an ongoing critical significance for the varied projects subsumed under
the rubric of Hemispheric American Studies.



In 1570—decades before the anglophone literary history generated out of the
Roanoke and Jamestown ventures in the writings of Thomas Harriot, John
Smith and William Strachey—a group of Spanish Jesuits sailed from Santa
Elena, a small island off what is now South Carolina, up the Atlantic coast
and into a body of water they knew as the Bahia de Santa Maria (later the
Chesapeake Bay), to establish a settlement among the coastal Indians in a
place they had for some time called Ajacin—the Virginia tidewater region of
the Algonquian-speaking Powhatan Indians.¢ Nearly forty years prior to the
arrival of the English, then, the Spanish had established a settlement in the
land where Jamestown would be founded. The manuscripts of the letters and
relaciones connected to this settlement, written between 1570 and 1622, were
transcribed and translated into English, and then collected in a dual Spanish-
English edition in 1953 by Clifford M. Lewis and Albert ]. Loomie, two Jesuit
Fathers writing explicitly from the perspective of the “Christian historian.”
Their history follows “the dictum of St. Paul,” they avow, in forming its argu-
ment through “all that rings true, all that commands reverence, and all that
makes for right . . . wherever virtue and merit are found”: they present the 1570
mission, accordingly, as “one of the noblest events in all of early American
history.”s

The Ajacdn mission was undertaken before the adoption in Paraguay and
other parts of Latin America of the Jesuit reduccion system, which compelled
Indians to work on permanent settlements under missionary supervision; and
its relations were also produced decades before the much better known Rela-
tions de ce qui s'est passé en la Nouvelle-France, the annual printed records of the
French Jesuit missionaries in Canada that would become a massively popular
collective account of New World encounter in seventeenth-century France.
Occupying a mid-Atlantic space between the Latin American and the Nouvelle
France models, the Virginia Jesuit mission produced a fascinatingly hybrid
genre in a narrative repository that merges the classical traditions of ethno-
graphic description and exoticizing travel account with the Christian conceits
of witness, prophesy, miracle, self-sacrifice, afftiction, and martyrdom. All of
these become vehicles of rhetorical transformation in the Jesuit relations of
the Ajacin mission—and enable in this set of texts the elision of profound
native resistance as the triumph of missionary devotion.

The central Native figure represented in these relations is a young Vir-
ginia Powhatan who traveled to Spain; who lived for nearly a decade in Cuba
and Mexico; who learned to speak and, according to some of the accounts, to
read and write in Spanish; who was ostensibly converted and christened Don
Luis; and who eventually returned to live permanently among the Algonquian-
speaking Indians of Ajacidn. According to one strand of historical scholarship
on Virginia before the arrival of the English, Don Luis may have been none
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Whatever his specific filial relation to the Powhatan ruling elite, however, Don
Luis appears in the Jesuit writings as an uncanny and violent figuration of the
complex hemispheric history that underwrites even the romance narrative
most central to the insular and nationalist accounts of Jamestown’s legacy.

As the Jesuit documents tell his story, the man later called Don Luis came
to live with the Spaniards—either willingly, in a trade, or by force—as a young
boy or teenager in 1561, when a Spanish ship sailed into the Chesapeake Bay,
hunting for rival imperial settlements. The Algonquian-speaking boy appar-
ently told the Spaniards that the name of his homeland was Ajacdn and that
he was the son of a chief. The boy then traveled with the Spaniards to Mexico,
where he became the godson of the Mexican viceroy as well as an ostensibly
faithful devotee of the Spanish missionaries, to whom he apparently suggested
the project of returning to the Chesapeake Bay to convert the natives of Ajacdn
through his own navigational and interpretive labor.

In 1566, under the authority of the colonial governor of Cuba and adelan-
tado of Florida, Don Luis accompanied a group of Dominican missionaries—
along with considerable military backup—on a voyage to return to Ajacdn. The
Dominicans reported that Don Luis was unable to recognize the coastline suf-
ficiently to find an entrance to the bay. The group afterward sailed on to Spain,
where Don Luis continued his education in the royal court before returning to
Cuba later that same year. Four years later, in 1570, two Jesuit priests, Father
Juan Baptista de Segura, vice-provincial of the order in Florida, and his assis-
tant, Luis de Quirés, requested permission from the colonial governor to make
their own attempt at a settlement in Ajacan. Unlike the Dominicans, they
chose—against all advice to the contrary from Jesuit and colonial authorities
alike—to undertake their mission without the accompanying presence of Span-
ish soldiers. This time around, Don Luis successfully found his way into the bay
and located his apparent homeland.

Immediately after their arrival in Ajacén, Fathers Quirds and Segura wrote
the first text related to the Jesuit expedition, a letter reporting on their prog-
ress to the royal treasurer of Cuba; dated September 12, 1570, their missive is
also the only surviving document written by any of the Ajacén settlers. In a
fascinating and multivalent account of Don Luis’s return to his home and his
people, this letter introduces a minor, unnamed figure into the story of the
Spanish in Ajacén that nevertheless holds a heavy significance for the future
colonization of Virginia by the English:

We find the land of Don Luis in quite another state than expected, not
because he was at fault in his account of it, but because our Lord has
chastised it with six years of famine and death, which has made it less
populated than usual. . .. So the Indians have nothing else to offer us



mannes. (sY)

The letter recounts in detail the Indians’ “opinion that Don Luis has risen from
the dead, and come down from heaven, and since all who are left are his rela-
tives, they are very greatly consoled in him ... and hope that God may seek
to favor them” (89-90). But it introduces a new figure into the story when it
notes that “the chief has kept a brother of Don Luis, a boy of three years, who
lies very ill 6 or 8 leagues from here and now seems certain to die. He has
requested that someone go and baptize him, for which reason it seemed good
to Father Vice-Provincial to send last night one of Ours to baptize the boy so
close to death” (90).

The information transmitted here is of course contingent upon the media-
tion of Don Luis himself, the only bilingual Spanish-Algonquian translator
available for communication with the Chesapeake Powhatans. Enlisting the
Christian trope of deathbed conversion, Don Luis directs the Jesuits’ attention
to a child—hidden from view of the settlers and named only as the younger
“brother of Don Luis"—and the occasion of a potential last-minute salvation
before an imminent demise. Yet the child, who disappears from future Jesuit
accounts of the mission, either recovers and survives or was never ill to begin
with, if we choose to believe those historians who postulate that Don Luis was
the future Opechancanaugh: for the “boy of three years” would thus prove
to be Opechancanaugh’s much younger brother and grow up to become the
leader of the Powhatan Indians, known to the English as “Powhatan” and as
Pocahontas’s father. Through this record of Don Luis’s first act of mediation,
then, the major Native interlocutor for the English in Jamestown nearly forty
years later may have entered the written record in the Spanish Jesuit docu-
ments of a pre-English Virginian past.

At the same time, the letter of Quirds and Segura introduces from its
outset a deep-seated problem of polyvocality in the tension between internal
and external narrators, a tension that deforms the intended story told in the
letter and that will persist throughout all future Jesuit accounts documenting
the story of the Spanish in Virginia. This tension registers most obviously in
Don Luis’s insistent presentation of himself to the Jesuits through the puta-
tive perspectives and emotions of the Natives: phrases like “it is their opinion”
signal his own characterizations of indigenous frames of mind that he in turn
narrates for the Jesuit writers in familiarly European frames of reference. Don
Luis avowedly appears to the Natives as “risen from the dead, and come down
from heaven”—an apotheosis that at once recalls the resurrection of Christ
and the alleged Aztec identification of Cortés as the god Quetzalcoatl, return-
ing from afar—a conflation that became a recurring staple of both Spanish
and English colonial discourse.?” Quirés clearly presents this Native perception
of Don Luis as evidence of a general ripeness for conversion; yet it is equally
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nial tropes 1o a new situation, one in which Don Luis, rather than the Fathers,
has now assumed narrative control of the very discursive apparatus of the
Jesuit missionaries. The possibility of such misguidance becomes explicit in
the next lines of the relation, where Quir6s warns that any new supply ship
must follow a different route into the mainland of Ajacan: “It is not convenient
to enter by the river as we did,” he warns darkly, “for we did not have as good
information from the Indians as was necessary about the place we should have
entered” (90).

Indeed, the Jesuit narrators themselves seem to sense Don Luis’s transla-
tive usurpation of the story they are trying to tell. The letter notes, on the one
hand, that their interpreter “performs as well as was hoped, and is most obedi-
ent regarding that which Father orders him to do, and with much respect for
Father, as also for the rest of us here.” On the other hand, relations with the
Natives seem to have deteriorated since their arrival:

before the Indians whom we met on the way would give to us from their
poverty, now they are reluctant when they see there are no trinkets for
their ears of corn. They brought the ears of corn and other foods and
asked that they be given something when they handed them over. . . .
Since Father had forbidden this, so that they would not become accus-
tomed to it and then afterwards want to bargain with us, the Indians
took [the food] away with them. (92)

Despite their “most obedient” interpreter, then, the Jesuits are losing confi-
dence in their understanding of the Native point of view and the meaning of
their interactions. The letter conjectures that this problem with the Indians
must be “Due to an error . .. made by whom on the ship I don't know[:] . ..
some poor trade in food was made, which therefore brought the disadvantage
that followed™ (92). But the Jesuits’ external narrative of some seaman’s “error”
in trading with the Indians for food is underwritten by the trace of a more
motivated form of communication—a trace that resides in the striking absence
of any explanation from their interpreter of the Natives’ new economic posi-
tion. There runs throughout this initial letter a deforming tension, in other
words, between Don Luis’s supporting interpretive role in the narrative of con-
version and redemption that the Jesuits seek to inscribe and his central and
in fact quite autonomous role as an internal narrator of the indigenous point
of view. If that point of view is left pointedly untold here, the Natives’ choice
to barter rather than “give . . . from their poverty” is clear enough, for it leaves
the Jesuits entirely without sustenance, and in a situation grown increasingly
dire. In a mysterious postscript to the colonial commander based in Havana,
the Jesuit narrators write a firm refusal to what was apparently a request to
find and bring back another young Powhatan to send to the base for a colonial
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too” (91-92).

What the pilot will explain, and what might be the unspecified reasons
for not sending another cross-cultural apprentice and Native ambassador, is
never made clear. But the later fate of the Ajacdn settlers sheds light both on
the Jesuit narrators’ reservations about training a new Native interpreter and
on the subverting polyvocality shaping their letter. For when the supply ship
returned in 1571 under the direction of the original pilot, he found no trace of
the Jesuits within sight of the ship. According to a Jesuit priest who came to
the Chesapeake the following year to seek the missing settlers, “The Indians,
noticing that [the Spanish] were wary and watching for the appearance of the
Fathers, used this stratagem. Taking the robes of the dead fathers, they put
them on and walked upon the shore and the rest of the Indians called out that
there were the Fathers and to come ashore” (120).8 Quickly deciding to return
to Cuba for reinforcements, the Spanish crew captured and took with them two
Powhatan hostages, one of whom committed suicide by jumping into the sea.
The other eventually conveyed the news that the Cuban colonial authorities
and Jesuits most feared: the settlers in Ajacdn had apparently been killed by
their own translator, the Christian convert and godson of the Mexican viceroy,
Don Luis himself.

Yet the Powhatan captive also informed his interrogators that one member
of the Jesuit expedition had been spared: a young boy named Alonso de Olmos,
who was the Creole son of a Santa Elena settler and who had served in the
mission as an expert woodsman. When colonial Cuban authorities returned to

- Virginia the next year, in 1572, to find Alonso and the remains of the apparently

. slaughtered Ajacdn settlers, they directed their soldiers to seek retribution

“while recovering the boy. Safely returned to the Spanish during this punitive
mission, Alonso became the sole surviving Spanish-speaking eyewitness to the
events in Ajacdn over the previous year.

The first and most immediate version of what happened between Don Luis
and the Spanish Fathers was recorded by a Jesuit priest accompanying the 1572
punitive mission, Juan Rogel, who wrote a report of the trip directly from the
Chesapeake Bay, just after the recovery of Alonso. As figured by Rogel, Alonso
supplements and provides a kind of double for Don Luis’s role as an internal
narrator—and like its counterpart, Alonso’s internal narration registers a simi-
larly deforming tension between the Jesuit and indigenous points of view.

I will now relate . . . how came the death of Ours . . . as this boy tells it.
He says that . .. Don Luis abandoned them . .. he did not sleep in their
hut more than two nights nor stay in the village . . . for more than five
days [before] he went off to live with {the Indians] . .. a day and a half
away. Father [Segura] sent a message ... two times to the renegade.

one by whom Lhey could make tnemselves undersiood 10 the tnaians.
They were without . . . support, and no one could buy grain from [the
Indians). (109)

In this initial account, Rogel foregrounds the dependence of his own siatus as
a narrator upon that of Alonso: the ensuing story can only be told “as this boy
tells it.” Drawing upon familiar religious and colonial tropes, this internal nar-
ration figures Don Luis’s gradual physical movement away from the Jesuits in
correspondence with his return to Native culture and his final emergence as
a “renegade”: from the two nights of intimacy in the same sleeping hut, to his
five days in the Christian space of the Jesuit village, and finally to the journey
away, where he is “liv]ing] with {the Indians],” Don Luis's apostasy signifies
both spatially and temporally—just as his spiritual transformation, from agent
of Christian conversion to murderous savage, is both corporeal and discursive.
Alonso’s internal narrative thus privileges the Jesuits’ loss of their translator
as a source of “great distress” even over the problem of starvation: “no tenian
con quien poderse entender con los indios®—a phrase that evokes, in this particular
context, the Jesuits’ central problem as that of making themselves understood
rather than that of understanding.

This tension between narration and comprehension also marks the ensu-
ing versions of the story that the Jesuits would tell, which—unlike Rogel's first
relation, written in the moment, on the waters of the Bahia de Santa Maria—
were written often decades after the fact, some by eyewitnesses to the punitive
expedition that recovered Alonso, and some by those who only learned the
story afterward in Santa Elena or elsewhere. As the relations move in time
from the event of Alonso’s recovery, the larger narrative repository begins
to flatten out and elide the mediations and polyvocality marking its earliest
texts by introducing increasingly self-conscious literary qualities and more
subtle modes of characterization alongside more heavily allegorical mean-
ings. Don Luis becomes “a ravening wolf, tossing aside the sheep’s clothing,” a
“Judas” whose actions are elaborated through exegesis of specific biblical pas-
sages; and the names of the Jesuit fathers are, through the texts’ self-reflexive
metaphors of inscription, “written into the heavens” when not remembered
specifically.® The fathers are tortured in elaborate ways before they are killed,
the killings themselves embellished with competing forms of symbolism. In
one version, it is on the Sunday after the feast of the Purification, when Don
Luis—*himself . .. the first to draw blood with one of those hatchets which
were brought along for trading with the Indians™—destroys the masters with
their own tools of colonial enterprise, choosing a particular holy day to taint
with his apostasy. In another, Don Luis degenerates into a primitive savage,
merely “arriv]ing] with his tribe armed with clubs and lances[:] . . . Raising his
club and giving his greeting were really one gesture, and so in wishing [Father






