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THE FIRST ENGLISH SETTLEMENTS IN NORTH AMERICA 

 

1. First Failed Attempt: The Roanoke Colony 

 The Roanoke Colony, also known as the Lost Colony, was an early attempt by the 

English to establish a permanent settlement in the New World. Here's an overview of the 

Roanoke settlement: 

 The Roanoke Colony was established in 1585 by Sir Walter Raleigh, who was an 

English explorer, soldier, courtier, writer, and politician. Walter Raleigh is best known for his 

expeditions to the Americas, his role in the English colonization of North America, and his 

contributions to literature and politics.. Sir Walter Raleigh received a charter from Queen 

Elizabeth I to explore and colonize the eastern coast of North America. A group of about 100 

men led by Ralph Lane landed on Roanoke Island, located off the coast of present-day North 

Carolina. 

 However, the Roanoke colonists faced numerous challenges, including harsh weather, 

disease, and conflicts with local Native American tribes, particularly the Secotan and Croatan 

peoples. Relations with the Native Americans deteriorated over time, leading to hostilities that 

strained the colony's resources and morale. 

 In 1587, another explorer, John White led a second group of colonists to Roanoke 

Island, including women and children, with the hope of establishing a more permanent 

settlement. However, upon his arrival, he found that the original colonists left behind by 

Ralph Lane had disappeared. Despite White's efforts to locate the missing colonists, including 

a search of nearby islands and attempts to establish contact with Native American tribes, the 

fate of the Roanoke colonists remains a mystery.  

2. First Successful Attempt: Jamestown and Virginia Colony 

 The first of the British colonies to take hold in North America was Virginia, with its 

first settlement of Jamestown.  

 In 1606, the Virginia Company of London received a charter from King James I of 

England to establish colonies in the New World. The company organized an expedition 

consisting of three ships: the Susan Constant, the Godspeed, and the Discovery. They set sail 

from England in December 1606. On May 14, 1607, the expedition landed in Virginia and 

established the Jamestown settlement along the banks of the James River, named in honor of 

King James I. 

 The settlers faced numerous hardships, including disease, starvation, and conflicts 

with Native Americans. The lack of agricultural knowledge among the settlers led to food 

shortages. Many relied on trade with Native Americans for survival. Among the settlers, 

Captain John Smith emerged as a dominant  figure.  His  ability  to  enforce  discipline  held  

the  little  colony  together through its first year. The colonists began planting West Indian 

tobacco in 1611. John Rolfe, another leading settler, developed the cultivation of tobacco. 

Within two decades, tobacco exports grew to 1.5 million pounds and that transformed the 

colony's economy. Tobacco quickly became a highly profitable cash crop, leading to a surge 



in immigration and the establishment of large plantations. The success of tobacco cultivation 

fueled the growth of Jamestown and the surrounding region, as well as the expansion of the 

Virginia Colony. 
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