John Smith and Pocahontas
The Annotated Khan Course · Track B
U.S. History · Period 2 (1607–1754) · Step 7 of 18 · about 6 minutes

How to Read This
This is a companion, not a replacement. Watch the actual video on Khan Academy, keep this page open beside it, and pause at each timecode to read the note. Nothing here is graded.
What This Video Does
Starvation, the Powhatan confederacy, a kidnapping, and the most famous rescue in American folklore — which, Khan explains, almost certainly didn’t happen the way you were told. Also: the starving time, and how close the whole venture came to sailing home.
In the Margins
~1:55  ·  Raiding the hosts.  Facing a winter with nothing stored, the colonists began stealing food from the Powhatans — some 15,000 people under the ruler the English called Powhatan (his real name: Wahunsenacawh). Note who keeps whom alive in year one, and how that generosity is repaid. It’s Roanoke’s pattern again, with the theft running the other way.
~3:13  ·  Her name, her age, the truth.  Pocahontas was a nickname — “little playful one.” Her name was Matoaka, and she was about thirteen. There was no romance with Smith. Notice what the Disney version does: it turns conquest into a love story, and a child into a bride. Ask who is comforted by that telling.
~3:45  ·  The “execution” was probably theater.  Historians read the famous scene as a Powhatan ritual of power and mercy: the mock sentence shows Smith who rules here; the intercession shows that rule is just. If so, the most famous moment in early American history is a Native political ceremony the English misread as their own salvation — a misreading that became the national legend.
~4:35  ·  “He who shall not work shall not eat.”  Smith’s rule finally breaks the gentleman problem — labor or starve. Worth noticing that the colony’s first functional law is about the obligation to work, imposed on men whose whole identity was not working.
~5:00  ·  The starving time.  Winter 1609–10: vermin, leather, and at least one documented case of cannibalism. Only about 15% of Jamestown’s settlers survived overall. In spring 1610 the survivors gave up and sailed — and met the resupply ships at the bay’s mouth, ordered back. The future hung, literally, on which ship rounded the point first.

After You Watch — Questions to Sit With
1. The rescue story was likely a Powhatan ceremony misunderstood by its English beneficiary. What other “founding moments” might look different from the other side?
1. Why would a nation prefer the romance version of Matoaka’s story to the real one?
1. Smith’s law tied eating to working. Fair in a starving fort? Fair anywhere else? Where do you draw the line?
An Invitation to Write
Matoaka.  Write her story from her side — a thirteen-year-old at the center of her father’s diplomacy with dangerous strangers. Use what the video gives you, and resist the legend at every point where the evidence resists it.
Where This Connects
1. Back to Track A:  Movement One’s warning about who tells the story; the ritual-misread theme echoes the Moctezuma gifts in Period 1.
1. Next:  tobacco — the drug that saved the colony and doomed the Powhatans.
↩  Return to the Hub
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