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Much is known about the people of Jamestown, especially John Smith and John Rolfe. But 

the fort that was built upon the land in 1607 proved to be the most important element of the 

new colony’s survival. 

 

On May 13, 1607, Englishmen set foot on what was to be the first permanent English colony in 

America. There were 144 settlers and sailors that made the voyage aboard three ships: the 

Susan Constant, Godspeed, and Discovery. Established by the Virginia Company of London, 

the settlement would be called Jamestown, in honor of King James I of England. 

 

The fort needed to be constructed because the colonists were 

under attack from the Powhatan Indians soon after they arrived. 

They constructed a triangular fort in just 19 days. The walls of the fort 

were made with planks and posts. The east and west walls were 100 

yards long each. The south wall was 140 yards long and connected 

to both the east and west sides. This gave the fort a triangular 

appearance. Each side measured roughly fourteen feet high. 

Bulwarks, or raised areas, were built at each corner of the fort to 

support artillery. 

 

The first buildings that were erected had specific functions. The storehouse was built to hold 

supplies and exports. An Anglican church was also ordered to be built so the colonists could 

continue to practice their religion. A guardhouse was also needed to be built to coordinate 

military activity. After those structures were built then the living quarters, blacksmith shop, 

and other structures could be built. 

 

Daily life consisted of military drills, guard duty, and expeditions for profit making. They still 

believed that there was a way to reach the Orient in order to obtain the riches of spices and 

silk. None of the expeditions into the wilderness were fruitful. Because the colonists spent 

more time trying to become rich instead of survival, food supplies ran low and they needed 

to reach out to the local Indians for food. 
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John Smith realized that defense had to be a priority. He drilled the 

colonists to prepare them for any Indian or Spanish attack. They took turns 

guarding the fort in shifts so the others could rest. The main weapons they 

had at the time were muskets, swords, and body armor. The body armor 

proved very effective against arrows from the local Indians.  

 

Much of the fort burned down in 1608, but it was quickly  

repaired. The fort encompassed about one acre on the  

banks of the James River. The colonists continued to use  

the fort and began growing tobacco, which helped the  

colony of Jamestown grow. 

 

The fort fell into disrepair in the 1620s and the fort and much of the land became 

abandoned after the colonial government was moved inland to Williamsburg in 1699. 

Jamestown Island became a tobacco plantation until the ground could no longer sustain 

the cash crop. 

 

James Fort was the first permanent English settlement in the New World. It provided shelter 

from the local Indians and led to the arrival of more colonists who could live and prosper off 

the land. Without the success of James Fort, American history would’ve been changed. 
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The Jamestown Fort 

Comprehension Questions 
 

Name ___________________________ Date ______________ Class ______ 
 

Directions: Answer the questions below about the Jamestown Fort passage. Use complete sentences. 

If you need more space, feel free to use the back of this handout. 
 

1. How many ships came on the first voyage, and what were their names? 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

2. Why did the fort need to be built first before the colonists did anything else? 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

3. According to the text, what did daily life consist of for the first arrivals? 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

4. Why were their weapons effective against warding off Indian attacks? 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

5. Why was the fort eventually abandoned? 

 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

_____________________________________________________________________ 


