Primary Source:  History’s Eyewitness Accounts

Pre-Visit activity:
Goal:  To assist students in gaining an understanding of the role of primary sources in documenting and revealing the culture of a people through examination of archives related to Native American Indians of the Potomac

Objectives:  After completing the lesson, students will be able to:

1. examine an archive for cultural clues

2. identify cultural characteristics of a people based on an examination of archives

3. develop a cultural profile of a people and their interaction with the physical environment

Introduction:  Primary sources are “eyewitness” accounts or “on- the-scene” records, pictures, documents, or artifacts.  They may be old or new, but must have been produced by people who lived during the period of study and were part of the experience.  Examples of primary sources may include diaries, letters, photographs, tools, weapons, or ornaments.  Secondary sources report the events or tell about the people who lived during the period of study, but they are produced by someone who was not “on the scene”.  These sources may include biographies, historical accounts, re-enactments, or reproductions of documents or artifacts.        

Primary sources provide important clues about the culture, or the way of life, of a group of people.  Archaeologists and students of history have studied a variety of primary sources in order to develop an understanding of the lifestyles of native peoples.  Today, we will be examining journal entries and pictures produced by several of Virginia’s English settlers.  These primary sources will give us an opportunity to “see into the past”, to form hypotheses about how native people used the resources of our region to survive and to define their culture.  

You will be studying copies of some very important sixteenth century drawings.  Produced by John White, an English colonist at Roanoke Island, they are the only visual accounts of Native American Indian lifestyle of this period.  Historians believe that the Indians near Roanoke in 1580 were culturally similar to those living in our region.  

You will also be reading journal entries, focusing on native people and the region, made by Gabriel Archer, Walter Russell, Anas Todkill, and Thomas Momford.  Because they were written in the seventeenth century, some of the vocabulary, spelling, and syntax may be unfamiliar to us.  Words in parentheses are synonyms for the previous word or phrase and have been added as aids to your understanding.  References to important people of the time are footnoted.

Gabriel Archer was part of an expedition which sailed up the James River under the leadership of Captain Christofer Newport.  The gentlemen and mariners on board were exploring the James River and seeking its source.  

Walter Russell, a doctor, Anas Todkill, a soldier, and Thomas Momford, a gentleman, were members of Captain John Smith’s voyage of discovery of the Chesapeake Bay.  According to their account, the ship sailed north “passing along the coast, searching every inlet and bay fit for harbors and habitations.”

Procedure:  Students will work with a partner as they examine, discuss, and record observations based on six of White’s drawings/ DeBry’s engravings and five journal entries written by Archer and Russell and company.  Duration is 60 to 90 minutes. Printable copy pages may be found on the Great Falls Park education program pages.

1. Copy and distribute the “Record of Observations” chart to each student.  In the evidence column students will record three things from each source which may define or describe the people’s culture.  In the corresponding space under hypothesis, the student will make an educated guess as to its origin or importance.  For example, a student may observe a stockade around the village and hypothesize that the posts may be tree trunks arranged in this way to protect the village from invaders.  

2. Each pair of students receives their first picture or journal entry.  Students may exchange materials or return them to a central trading area as they complete their recordings for each picture or entry.  Note:  the teacher may wish to produce two copies of each source.

3. Circulate and facilitate this pair-share activity, assisting students as they examine and interpret the sources.  Helpful questions may include:  What do you see in the picture?  What are the people doing?  How do you think the people built the structure?  Why do you think the village was surrounded by spikes?  What does this suggest to you about their lifestyle?  What hypotheses can you make?  What conclusions can you draw?  For example, based on the first journal entry: students may note canoes loaded with bear and deer meat, suggesting that the environment is rich with these resources and that the natives are hunters.  Rocks and soil are stained, suggesting the presence of mineral resources.

4. The teacher may wish to lead a whole class discussion, giving students an opportunity to share their observations and hypotheses.   Each source may be introduced by pairs who present the source and their analysis, eliciting additional observations from classmates.

5. Assessment is in the form of a cultural profile, produced by individual students or through partner collaboration.  The profile may be in the form of a chart or diagram, a collage,  an illustration with captions, or a narrative.  The profile incorporates primary source-based findings and includes hypotheses which answer the following questions:

a. Where did they live?

b. What were their houses like?

c. What did they eat?

d. How did they obtain their food?

e. How did they dress and ornament themselves?

f. What roles did men and women play?

g.  How were the people governed?

6.  The teacher may ask students to place these activities in a “Native American Indians of the Potomac” folder to which park visit and post-visit activities may be added.
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Journal Entry 1


Having gone so (as) high (up the river) as we could with the boat, we met divers (various) savages in canoes well loaden (loaded) with the flesh (meat) of bears, deer, and other beasts, whereof (of which) we had part.  Here (in this area) we found mighty rocks growing in some places above the ground as high as the shrubby trees, and divers other solid quarries of divers tinctures (stains or tints).  And divers places where the waters had fall’n from the high mountains they had left a tinctured, spangled (sparkling) scurf (layer) that made many bare places seem as gilded (golden).  Digging the ground above the highest cliffs of rocks, we saw it was a clay sand so mingled with yellow spangles as if it had been half pin-dust (formed of the filings of brass or other metals used to make pins)






Walter Russell, Anas Todkill,








And Thomas Momford

Journal Entry 2

We found here a wiroans, for they so call their kings, who sat upon a mat of reeds with his people about him.  He caused one (a mat) to be laid for Captain Newport*; gave us a deer roasted, which according to their custom they seethed (boiled) again.  The people gave us mulberries, sod wheat and beans.  He gave our captain his crown, which was of deer’s hair dyed red.  Now as we sat merry (happily) banqueting with them, seeing their dances and taking tobacco, news came that the Great King Powatah** was come, at whose presence they all rose off their mats – save (except) the king Arahatec*** – separated themselves apart in fashion of a guard, and with a long shout they saluted him.  Him we saluted with silence, sitting on our mats, but presented – as before we did to King Arahatec – gifts of divers (various) sorts, as penny knives, shears, bells, beads, glass toys, etc. more amply (generously) than before.  Now this king appointed 5 men to guide us up the river, and sent posts (guards) before (ahead) to provide us victual (food).  









Gabriel Archer

*Newport – leader of the English expedition

**Powatah – ruler of the village below the falls

***Arahatec – ruler of the local village

Journal Entry 3


The king was desirous (wanted) to have a musket shot off, showing first the manner of their own skirmishes (fighting), which we perceive is violent, cruel, and full of celerity (speed).  Our captain caused (ordered) a gentlemen (to) discharge (fire) his piece (musket) soldier-like (like a) before (in front of) him, at which noise he started (jumped), stop’d his ears, and expres’d much fear, so likewise (did others) all about him.  Some of his people being in our boat leapt overboard at the wonder hereof (of the musket firing).  But our course of kindness after (afterwards), and letting him to wit (know) that we never use this thunder but (except) against our enemies, yea, and that we would assist him with these (muskets) to terrify and kill his adversaries (enemies), he rejoiced the more; and found it bred (created) a better affection in him towards us.  Captain Newport* bestowed on (gave) him a red waistcoat (vest), which highly pleased him, and so (we) departed, giving him also 2 shouts as the boat went off. 








Gabriel Archer
*Newport – leader of the English expedition

Journal Entry 4


In cool weather they wear deerskin with hair loose.  Some have leather stockings and sandals on their feet.  Their hair is black generally, which they wear long on the left side, tied up on (in) a knot, about which knot the kings and best (most favored) among them have a kind of coronet (small crown) about their necks, and some chains of pearl.  The common sort (average men) stick long feathers in this knot.  Their skin is tawny, not so born (not this color at birth) but with dyeing and painting themselves, in which they delight greatly.  They are very strong, run exceeding swiftly; their fight (battle) is always in the wood with bow and arrows, and a short wooden sword.  The king (local ruler) directs the battle and is always in front.  The women are like the men, only this difference:  Their hair groweth long all over their heads, save (except) clip’d somewhat short afore (in front).  These (women) do all the labor, and the men hunt and go (come and go) at their pleasure.  They live commonly (together) by the waterside in little cottages made of canes and reeds, covered with the bark of trees.  They dwell as I guess by families of kindred and alliance, some 40ty or 50ty in a hatto, or small village, which towns are not past (more than) a mile or half a mile asunder (apart) in most places.    









Gabriel Archer

Journal Entry 5


The 16 of June, we fell with (entered) the River Patowomek.  (Potomac)  We were all content to take some pains to know the name of (explore) that seven-mile broad river.  For thirty miles’ sail we could see know (no) inhabitants.  Then we were conducted by two savages up a little bayed creek (a body of water with a wide mouth, partly surrounded by land), where all the woods were laid (covered) with ambuscadoe’s (ambushers) to the number of three or four thousand savages, so strangely painted, grimed, and disguised, shouting, yelling, and crying as so many spirits from hell could not have showed (been) more terrible.  Many bravado’s (demonstrations of bravery) they made, but to appease (calm) their fury our captain prepared with as seeming a (an equal) willingness as they (to) encounter them.  But the grazing (light touch) of bullets upon the water, many being shot on purpose so they might see them, with the echo of the woods so amazed them (the Indians) as down went (they put down) their bows and arrows.  To express all our quarrels, treacheries, (betrayals) and encounters amongst those savages I should be too tedious (tiresome), but, in brief at all times we so encount’red them and curbed their insolencies (insults) that they concluded with (ended by giving us) presents to purchase (win) peace; yea (yes) we lost not a man.

Walter Russell, Anas Todkill

And Thomas Momford
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Caption: Map of Potomac River showing different Native American Indian settlements.  The large Nacotchtank tribe indicated by yellow dot was located along the mouth of the Anacostia River, Washington D.C.
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